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ABSTRACT
This thesis is an exploration of Tennessee Williams' idea of'plastic theatre/ 
locating its origins within the theatrical context of the period, with the object of 
identifying its chief principles and seeking something approaching a definition 'of 
plastic theatre,' as a starting point from which to demonstrate its application to 
theatre production and especially to set design.
In 1945, with the published version of The Glass Menagerie, Williams launched his 
theory of'plastic theatre,' a theatrical mode that would, he believed, answer the 
problems he perceived in American war-time theatre, and that would help develop 
a stronger post-war American theatre. Williams claimed that theatre in America 
placed too much emphasis on words and not enough on the essential elements of 
theatre. Taking an anti-realist stance, he asserted that this emphasis on words 
should be replaced by a theatre that recognised the plasticity of the stage and the 
expressivity of all the elements of play production. In his scripts he sought to 
present his vision of how his plays would work on stage by demonstrating how 
these elements should be integrated with text.
From Williams' assertion that the physicality of the stage environment is as 
important as the text, we can deduce that the manner in which the stage space is 
arranged is a crucial performance element. The notion of'plastic theatre,' 
therefore, has significant implications for the practice of set design. The aim of this 
project is to place Tennessee Williams' ideas within the history of American scenic 
design and demonstrate the way designers have expressed his ideas. This project 
engages in two types of research methodologies: historical and practical.
The first component begins with an exploration of Williams' theory by reference to 
his published and unpublished works, particularly his journals and notebooks, 
followed by a consideration of the rise of the set designer in America so as to 
contextualise the work of designers of Williams' major plays. I look at the first 
designers of his plays, leading practitioners who responded to his all- 
encompassing vision and created designs which not only answered the demands of 
his scripts, but were to influence the history of stage design in America. I then 
explore the work of leading designers of Williams plays since 1960, considering 
how their designs have related to their precedents and to dominant trends in 
twentieth-century set design.
Even though this thesis explores design issues up to the twenty-first century, the 
focal plays will be limited to those major works of Williams' career up to 1960, the 
period in which he developed his idea of'plastic theatre' and wrote plays which 
demonstrably illustrate its principles.
In order to assess what a practical engagement with the texts can reveal about 
'plastic theatre,' the practical component comprises the designing of three major 
Tennessee Williams plays: The Night of the Iguana, Suddenly Last Summer and Cat 
on a Hot Tin Roof. Designs for these plays were created and constructed for 
performances in Canberra, Australia.
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1INTRODUCTION
That Tennessee Williams has a definitive place in American theatre history is long 
established and inarguable. Since the successful opening of The Glass Menagerie, 
followed quickly by the even greater success of A Streetcar Named Desire, he has 
been acknowledged as one of America's great playwrights, a dramatist of 
perceptive vision, and one whose aesthetic -  particularly as expressed in his 
characters, their situations, attitudes and interactions -  managed to identify and 
express something about the American psyche. He is, however, seldom recognised 
for his innovative stagecraft, or for his, albeit indirect, influence on design in the 
theatre, and almost never for his contribution to ideas about theatre .1
In his article, '"The Sculptural Drama': Tennessee Williams's Plastic Theatre,"
Richard E. Kramer investigates the concept of'plastic theatre' that Williams
introduced in his introduction to The Glass Menagerie but which had occupied him
for some years previously. Kramer explains:
Instead of merely composing the text of a play and then turning it over to a 
director and his team of theatre artists who will add the non-verbal 
elements that turn a play into a theatrical experience, Williams envisioned a 
theatre which begins with the playwrights who create the theatrical 
experience in the script because they are not just composing words, but 
theatrical images.2
The practical on-stage implications of a written play-text which creates "theatrical 
images" are worth examining in a practical way. The words of Williams' plays, 
especially the commercially successful plays of the first part of his career, have
1 One of Williams’ articles, "The Timeless World of the Play,” has recently been included in David 
Krasner, ed., Theatre in Theory 1900-2000 (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2008), 274-277.
2 Richard E. Kramer, '"The Sculptural Drama’: Tennessee Williams's Plastic Theatre," Tennessee 
Williams Annual Review 5 (2002): 4, accessed March 25, 2005. 
http://www.tennesseewilliamsstudies.org/archives/2002/3kramer print.htm.
2been extensively explored in many ways from many theoretical standpoints. But
his interest in the non-verbal elements of stage production, which he considered to
be of equal value to the verbal, has been much less discussed. The experimental
and innovative qualities of his work, and the central theory of theatre that
informed his work, is often overlooked. Kramer points out that:
What makes Williams's 1945 expression remarkable is that, first, he is not 
often regarded in such terms even though he wanted to be and, second, he 
was writing at a time when straightforward realism was the dominant style 
on American stages, and the Actors Studio ... was the paradigm for 
American acting and production.3
Perhaps it is time for Williams to be "regarded in such terms" so that the full scope 
of his contribution to American theatre history can be acknowledged and assessed. 
The long established model of American dramatic literature which gives Williams 
an important place only as a writer or 'wordwright' needs re-thinking.
Rational e
I believe that one of the main issues germane to the assessment of Williams' work 
is that the implications for design of his theory of ‘plastic theatre' have never been 
recognised. There have been many, many analyses of William's plots, characters, 
ideas and philosophies, especially of his characters and their relationship to 
society and each other, and of the relationship between Williams' life and his art.4 
Williams' place in American dramatic history has been established through an 
examination of his words and his life, while his understanding of practical 
stagecraft has largely been ignored and the link between his stagecraft and his 
reputation seems not to have been recognised. His theory of'plastic theatre' which 
was fundamental to his first plays - and probably all his plays -  inspired designers
3 Kramer, "The Sculptural Drama,”4.
4 Indeed, Williams' plays are so complex and perceptive that this kind of essentially literary analysis 
is highly justified.
3to create stage images which contributed fundamentally to the way his work was 
received and therefore to his subsequent reputation.
Almost without exception, the style of Williams' plays is a visual as well as a 
literary style. Audiences of the first plays responded to their newness, the result, 
among other things, of an intense interconnection between the verbal text and all 
the other elements of the stage. What was not acknowledged was that this style 
was part of a larger attitude of innovation and a search for stylistic and design 
forms which would allow him to create his 'plastic theatre'. Williams expanded the 
stage world created by the playwright far beyond the printed text. Because he was 
able to envisage a complete on-stage image, Williams' playwright's vision reached 
forward into the production vision. His was a poetic vision in which the text, acting 
performance and the spatial arrangement of the stage, and all the visual and design 
elements, are locked together and cannot be separated.
The relationship between playwright, director and designer has been an essential 
part of the history of Western theatre practice over the course of the twentieth- 
century. Ideas about the respective roles of each have varied according to 
prevailing trends, theories and individual theorists and practitioners. One of the 
chief aims of this project is to examine Williams' work in relation to the history of 
American stage design and to argue for recognition of the importance of his 
contribution to this. His work and ideas demonstrate the truly overlapping nature 
of the histories of theatre and set design. His vision of'plastic theatre' presents an 
image of the playwright as the builder of a multi-dimensional combination of text 
and non-text, an image which acknowledges the importance of the designer, 
allowing us to include the designer in a theatre history that consistently excludes,
ignores or erases him/her.
4Only a small proportion of the many investigations into his work has considered 
Williams' ideas about the staging of his plays. Almost no scholarship has attempted 
to demonstrate any real link between Williams' theories and theatre design 
practice, and even less work has been done to demonstrate this link by examining 
actual set designs for on-stage productions. Although it is no doubt true that many 
designers do more than merely satisfy the physical requirements of their subject- 
play, and for many designers creating a set for a play involves an intellectual 
engagement with the text, this process is seldom examined.
Th e  Ris e  o f  the  D ire c to r
There are many ways of constructing Western theatre history: according to eras, 
ideas, movements, style, playwrights, theories, culture, etc. The writing of theatre 
history according to the placement of the playwright in the drama landscape is 
time-honoured, and remains in common practice, as the figure of the playwright in 
Western theatre history has risen in importance from the Renaissance through to 
the twentieth century. Gassner's mid-twentieth-century theatre survey, The 
Theatre in Our Times: A Survey of the Men, Materials and Movements in the Modern 
Theatre, is, as its title indicates,5 an attempt to encompass many perspectives, 
excluding that of design, but ultimately it focuses on the playwright. Eric Bentley's 
highly influential The Playwright as Thinker foregrounds the playwright as the 
auteur or creator of the drama. Bigsby's account6 of American theatre is essentially 
a history expressed in terms of the contextualised playwright and his/her plays.
During the twentieth century, the role of the playwright has been modified and 
his/her status repositioned by the emergence of the figure of the director. The
5 Putting aside the inherent sexism.
6 C. W. E. Bigsby, Modern American Drama, 1945-2000 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2000 ) .
5Situation that exists at the beginning of the twenty-first century, and one which has 
dominated for some time, is the supremacy of the director over the entire 
production process. The development and ascendancy of the figure and role of the 
director is well documented. The idea is at the heart of Wagner's vision of 
Gesamtkunstwerk or total theatre, and the development of the director can be seen 
in the work of those who put Wagner's ideas into practice and of those who 
developed similar or related ideas and practices.
Important trends and ideas which have shaped the history of European theatre in 
the twentieth century are now often attributed to the practices and approaches of 
key directors, thus creating a "great director" model for the construction of 
twentieth-century theatre in Europe and America.7 Such a history could include 
Reinhardt, Brecht, Stanislavsky, Robert Wilson, Piscator, Elia Kazan, Peter Brook et 
a/.8 Writing specifically about American theatre, Leverich pinpoints the turn of the 
decade of the 1940s as the end of a twenty-year era in which "the playwright was 
the thing" and the beginning of changes which were to allow the ascendency of the 
director. Highly significant to this turning point was the 1940 appointment as head 
of the New School's Dramatic Workshop, of recent immigrant Erwin Piscator, who 
as Leverich explains, "believed in the supremacy of the director and relegated 
playwrights to the status of any other theatre craftsperson."9
By the second half of the twentieth century, the dominant trend in theatre studies 
stressed the role of the director, while in the rehearsal room and the production 
meeting, the director's vision, usually based on a "concept," provided the basis for
7 See Helen Krich Chinoy, "The Emergence of the Director," in Directors on Directing, eds. Toby 
Cole and Helen Krich Chinoy (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1976), 1-77.
8 See, for instance, Shomit Mitter and Maria Shevtsova, eds. Fifty Key Directors (London and New 
York: Routledge, 2005).
9 Lyle Leverich, Tom: The Unknown Tennessee Williams (New York: Crown, 1995), 346.
6decisions about everything put on the stage. The insistence on the importance of 
the director validly implies the importance of performance in theatre history. 
Words on the page are not theatre; practitioners other than the playwright are 
required to interpret the words on the page for performance on the stage. The role 
of the director, however, seems to have developed, in many instances, far beyond 
that of interpreter of the playwright's aims. Elia Kazan, director of several of the 
first productions of Williams plays, for instance, saw himself as “artistic tyrant" 
proudly at the forefront of the movement which established in America the idea of 
the director as "overlord of a production" with "powers over all aspects of a 
production."10
Particularly in their interpretations of classic texts - dead playwrights can't demur
- directors have sought to express some kind of essence of a play, sometimes
ignoring playwrights' notes, stage directions and even text that cannot easily be
fitted into the production concept. By around the 1980s, the role of the director as
being responsible for the artistic vision of all aspects of a production was virtually
taken for granted.* 11 In his response to an interview given in 1989, designer David
Gropman12 voices this view of the role and responsibility of the director:
I feel very strongly that once you sign on to do a play, you have to trust the 
director. It's the director's vision that ends up on stage. You have to figure 
out what the director wants and how you're going to give it to him. ...it is 
very important that the designer help the director realize his vision. If you 
don't want to do that, then direct yourself.13
10 Elia Kazan, A Life, (London: Andre Deutsch, 1988), 338-339.Kazan, A Life,
11 If there were no other evidence, hundreds of theatre reviews would make this clear enough. Any 
"vision" in performance is assumed to be that of the director. Rarely are set designs reviewed as 
part of the performance and reference to any element of design is typically confined to one line.
12 Raised in Los Angeles, David Gropman is a design graduate of Yale School of Drama and a student 
of Ming Cho Lee. Gropman worked in theatre from the late 1970s in regional theatre and on 
Broadway. From the mid-eighties he moved almost exclusively into designing for film, partly 
because he felt he "was being asked to do a lot of box sets." (Smith, American Set Design 2, 47.)
13 Ronn Smith, American Set Design 2 (New York: Theatre Communications Group, 1991), 40-41.
7In this model of the playwright/director/designer relationship, the playwright 
passes the text to the director who takes on interpretative responsibility and 
develops his/her 'vision' of the play on stage; this vision is then passed, among 
others, to designers who interpret it in concrete visual and aural terms. In this 
model, the playwright's control is limited to and ends with the printed text, and the 
designer's art is subsumed by the director's “concept". Although this model seems 
extreme, it is not at all rare. The trend among many recent playwrights to include 
very few stage directions speaks of the wide-spread acknowledgment of the role of 
the director as interpreter and creative artist.
A comment in a recent review by scholar Alice Griffin of a production of A Streetcar 
Named Desire, confirms the widespread presumptions regarding the definition and 
role of the director. Uncharacteristic of most reviewers, Griffin makes a more than 
passing reference to the visual and aural setting, although, more characteristically, 
this is due more to her dissatisfaction with them rather than to an analytical aim. 
She says:
The four principals in this poetic drama are unfortunately placed by 
director Trevor Nunn within a realistic setting by Bunny Christie that is at 
odds with what Williams asks for in the text.14
Griffin automatically assigns responsibility for the design to the director, Trevor
Nunn, and presumes his control over the design concept and execution. The
designer's creative input and responsibility is thereby excised and she is reduced
to the role of set builder. It is almost ironic that, at the same time, the reviewer is
asserting the right of the playwright over the production style of his play.
14 Alice Griffin, "Review of A Streetcar Named Desire," TheaterPro.com: An e-Magazine of Theater in 
New York and London, October, 2002, accessed September 5, 2007, 
http://www.theaterpro.com/pl williams2.html.
8A reading of theatre history as a history of great directors is an oversimplification, 
eclipsing the importance and contribution of both playwright and designer. 
Playwrights and directors need designers to materialise their ideas. The 
contributions made to theatre history by most significant directors are due to a co-
operation of direction and design. Putting aside the fundamental importance of the 
playwright momentarily, ideas and practices to do with design have effectively 
always been directly associated with, and even implicit in, achievements in 
directing. Among many possible examples, one could cite the reliance of Bertolt 
Brecht on his designer Caspar Neher or the work of English/ international director, 
Peter Brook whose directing practice was expressed visually as much as by other 
means and who is often given credit for the designs of his productions.
Brook's legendary and ground-breaking - and ultimately immensely far-reaching 
in its influence - production in 1970 of A Midsummer Night's Dream for the Royal 
Shakespeare Company, shocked with its innovations and boldness. Undoubtedly 
influenced by several key practitioners, Brook's approach showed us a new way - 
theoretically and practically - to look at Shakespeare's work, and of course Brook's 
other productions of classic texts extended his thesis and praxis. But it also clearly 
demonstrated the inter-connectness of text and non-text in an on-stage 
production. His production was a vivid illustration of Williams' idea of'plastic 
theatre' in which a balance is created between words and non-words so that each 
'language' informs the other. The relative absence of setting of the Elizabethan 
stage was translated to the white box setting of Brook's production, a paradoxical 
statement of a bold and ever-present setting which speaks to an audience of the 
absence of a set. Just as this relative lack of scenery threw focus on the text and its 
layers of meaning on the Elizabethan stage, so too did Brook's white box. The use
9of swings demonstrated balance and imbalance, the precariousness of the 
characters and of human nature and existence. It is significant that the designer, 
Sally Jones, is given little of the credit and I venture to say that many would be 
surprised to learn that Brook was not actually the designer.
Even given that the role of the designer is often overlooked, this illustration of the 
directorial 'concept' approach was a true breakthrough, providing a new way of 
interpreting a play-text, and allowing real access to the core of a play. Such an 
approach works well with texts that are distanced from us by way of time or 
culture, providing a current audience with a cultural and visual metaphor which 
translates the play into an accessible theatrical, often visual, language.
Other examples of the use by a director of a metaphorical 'concept' approach may, 
conversely, privilege design elements to the point where the audience is offered 
little other than a visual metaphor on which to hang their understanding of the 
meaning of the play. The result can be rather superficial, sometimes pejoratively 
dubbed ''designer theatre" which occurs when the non-verbal elements that 
Williams so earnestly argued should be co-equals, dominate the production and 
become the meaning of the play in themselves. A production of A Midsummer 
Night's Dream, for instance, was staged in 1985 during the final years of Sydney's 
Nimrod theatre company when it moved to the Seymour Centre.15 The production 
was massive in terms of the size of its set and visual effects, it was visually 
meticulously created and the effect was stunning. But the visual impact became the
15 By this time in the company's history its original platform, the production of energetic, 
experimental 'grass-roots’ theatre, had become a distant memory and it floundered for a sense of 
direction and financial support.
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play itself, the whole reason for the production, eclipsing, according to several 
reviewers, the layers of meaning and the complexities of the text.16 
To some, it is unacceptable that a director should choose a metaphorical 
production concept which distorts or ignores the intentions of the playwright. The 
power of the director became so strong that, from around the 1980s, it was not 
uncommon for actors embarking on a production to be told to black out all stage 
directions and playwright's notes. Some approaches allow directors to alter play- 
texts, omit parts and emphasise other parts, to support a particular reading of a 
play or to promote a particular political or social theory. Texts may be seen as 
platforms on which new ideas can be launched. Undoubtedly, this approach often 
makes for compelling and innovative theatre and even forces us to consider 
theatre and the 'text' in new ways.
Nevertheless, arguments persist regarding the right to use a playwright's text in
any way a director wishes. Barry Kosky's Lear, for instance, presented by the Bell
Shakespeare Company in Sydney in 2002, provoked such questions. Kosky used
the Shakespeare text as a point of departure from which to create a rich array of
theatrical treatments which provided fascinating theatre, but which took the
production a great distance from the actual text. The production, however, was
marketed more as Kosky's Lear, than as Shakespeare's. This accreditation indicates
some important features of opinions regarding the role and responsibility of the
director at the beginning of the twenty-first century. The first is that the status of
the director has risen to the point where his/her identity and vision may have
overtaken those of the playwright. The second, however, is an admission that there
16 The following reviews expressed a range of related comments: H. G. Kippax, "Nimrod’s Designs 
on Shakespeare: Gilding the Lily,” Sydney Morning Herald, February 6, 1985; Taffy Davis, "An 
American Dream,” The Sun, February 2,1985; John Moses, "Metropolis is No Place for the Bard," The 
Australian, February 6, 1985; James Waites, "Nimrod's Dream is a Freudian Nightmare," National 
Times, February 15,1985.
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is a recognisable, although not easily definable, lim it to the degree to which a text 
can be altered; when that lim it is reached, the text can no longer be deemed to be 
the playwright's work. Further, there seems now to be a common acknowledgment 
that a playwright's text is more than a suggestion or offer of ideas to be used by a 
director in any way he/she wishes.
T he  Cha ng ing  Re l a t io n s h ip be t w een  Pl a y w r ig h t , D ir ec t o r  a n d  Desig ner
This discussion of the foregrounding of the director in twentieth-century theatre 
history and production practice, highlights two important facts. The first is that the 
dominance of the director challenges and overshadows the role of the playwright. 
The second is that design is an implicit part of twentieth-century directorial 
practice, the work of the director relying on a close relationship between design 
and directing. The attribution to the director of everything that happens on the 
stage virtually erases any recognition of the contribution of design and the 
designer. The element of design and its role in the impact of a play upon its 
audience seems to be generally under-rated and often ignored by theatre analysts 
and those who construct theatre history.
Tennessee Williams had something to say about these facts. Certainly his own 
relationship with directors, especially Elia Kazan, was highly ambivalent and is 
well documented by himself and others. The stages of his relationship with artistic 
collaborators -  a lifelong “struggle for creative hegemony" 17 -  are discussed by 
Brenda Murphy in her chapter in the Cambridge Companion to Tennessee Williams 
and in her book Tennessee Williams and Elia Kazan.18 More pertinent to this project
17 Brenda Murphy, "Seeking Direction," in The Cambridge Companion to Tennessee Williams, ed. 
Matthew Roudane (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997). 191.
18 Brenda Murphy, Tennessee Williams, and Elia Kazan: A Collaboration in the Theatre (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1992). See also Geoffrey Borny, “Williams and Kazan: the creative 
synthesis," Australasian Drama Studies 8 (1986): 33-48.
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is Williams' assertion of the importance of design elements in the staging of his 
plays. This assertion is implicit in his idea of'plastic theatre'. Again, his 
relationship to, and opinions of, the designers with whom he worked were not 
always positive, and although he certainly complained when he felt that they did 
not understand what he wanted, he fully understood the importance of design to 
his plays and to his ideas about theatre.
I believe that over the past two decades there has been a growing flexibility in the 
Anglophone theatre regarding the dominant models of the playwright, director, 
designer relationship. Even though it is true that playwrights, directors and 
designers approach the creation of their work in a variety of ways, the domination 
of the director over the actual production process increased throughout the 
twentieth century, reaching its peak around the 1980s. There has been, in spite of 
some opposition to this, a tendency to acknowledge and study the work of 
playwrights, directors and designers as separate histories. This has occurred in 
spite of the demonstrable fact that it has never been really possible to separate 
these roles, especially in relation to their impact upon on-stage theatrical 
productions.
If there is a discernible trend in these early years of the twenty-first century, it is a 
strengthening defence of the rights of the playwright over the realisation of 
his/her creation. The struggle to acknowledge the contribution of the designer to 
on-stage theatre also continues. Many designers see themselves as more than a 
mechanism for visual and aural articulation of the director's vision. In an article in 
The Scenographer, Giulia Vermiglia wrote -  in line with the dominant model -  that 
in the sets, costumes and music for productions of Persians and Eumenides, 
directed by Bruno Buonincontri, “there is the direct communication of the
director's interpretation of the texts."19 However, in the same article, she describes 
the function of set and costume design, putting the playwright firmly in the picture: 
"they must synthesize the author's original vision with the director's key of 
interpretation."20
Analyses of stage settings are glaringly absent from reviews of productions and 
from criticism in general. Most reviewers tend to mention the setting at the 
beginning of their reviews - usually in response to its initial impact -  or at the end 
as a kind of post-script after director's interpretation, acting and perhaps stage 
movement has been discussed. Writing about the opinion of American designer 
Karl Eigsti, designer of a 1976 Broadway revival of Sweet Bird of Youth, Arnold 
Aronson reports that "Eigsti marvels that art critics can write pages on a single 
painting while theatre critics can barely write one sentence on multiple settings 
that crucially affect the success of a production."21
Eigsti’s view pinpoints the assertion of the power of design in theatrical 
production. While there is a general acknowledgment of the importance of a play's 
physical setting on stage, seldom is this analysed. Although there is a persistent 
tendency in reviews and critical writings, to sideline the work of the scenic 
designer and, perhaps less so, the lighting designer, expectations are changing. 
When the curtain opens -  literally or metaphorically -  the initial impact upon the 
audience experience is achieved by the design elements of set, sound and light. 
Audiences know this; designers know this; but it has taken some time for analysts 
to find the language to describe this effect and ways to integrate discussion of the
13
19 Giulia Vermiglia, "From Eschilus to Shakespeare, by way of Fussli," The Scenographer (2006), 
accessed October 20, 2007, http://www.thescenographer.com/dettaglio.asp?ID=28.
20 Vermiglia, "From Eschilus to Shakespeare, by way of Fussli."
21 Arnold Aronson, American Set Design (New York: Theatre Communications Group, 1985), 50.
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non-textual into discussion of text and acting. As Marranca suggests, there is
currently "an overemphasis on drama and an indifference to staging practices"22
due to a preferencing of the written word and the lack of a tradition and language
in which to discuss the whole of the theatrical experience. She identifies
one of the most problematic issues in the field today: the existence of two 
different histories of avant-garde performance, one in the theatre, the other 
in the visual arts. A fundamental task confronting performance scholars is 
to integrate into a comprehensive epistemology these histories.23
This need is underlined by the fact that, in regards to performance, theatre is an
arena where performance and visual art coincide and where, specifically according
to Williams, they can be equally expressive of the same message.
Tennessee  W i l l ia ms  -  biog rap hy  a n d  w or ks
Tennessee Williams' biographical history and the history and development of his 
artistic output have been well documented by family members, friends, 
acquaintances, scholars and critics as well as by Williams in his own Memoirs.24 
These include works by his brother Dakin, his one-time friend Gore Vidal, and by 
biographer Donald Spoto.25 The most comprehensive and complete, up to 1945, 
account is Lyle Leverich's masterly Tom: The Unknown Tennessee Williams.26
Born in Mississippi in 1911, Williams spent an uncomfortable childhood mostly in 
the company of his mother Edwina, older sister Rose whom he loved greatly, and 
his beloved maternal grandmother, "grand" Rosina Dakin. His father, Cornelius
22 Bonnie Marranca, "Theatre and the University at the End of the Twentieth Century," Performing 
Arts Journal 17, no. 2/3: The Arts and the Universities (May-September, 1995): 55. Accessed 17th 
October, 2010. http://www.jstor.org/stable/3245777.
23 Marranca, "Theatre and the University at the End of the Twentieth Century," 69.
24Tennessee Williams, Memoirs (New York: New Directions, 1975).
25 Donald Spoto, The Kindness of Strangers: The Life of Tennessee Williams (Boston: Little, Brown & 
Co., 1985).
26 It is a scholarly tragedy that Leverich died before completing the work on the post 1945 years.
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Coffin Williams, “a telephone man who fell in love with long distances"27 and later 
a travelling salesman, was frequently absent from the home, and when present, 
seems not to have liked or approved of Tom. Williams' grandfather, Episcopal 
minister Dr Walter Dakin, therefore became a surrogate father to his 
grandchildren.28 Williams struggled to complete his secondary and tertiary 
education, partly due to the amount of time he spent writing stories and plays and 
partly due to the periodic refusal of his father to support him - financially or in any 
other way; many times Williams was saved from financial and emotional poverty 
by Walter and Rosina Dakin who often came "to the rescue."29
Williams' first publicly produced play was Cairo, Shanghai, Bombay performed by 
the Memphis Garden Players in July, 1935. In spite of prolific writing habits and a 
desire for fame and fortune, recognition came gradually. His first New York 
production was The Long Goodbye, the first of his memory plays and clearly related 
to The Glass Menagerie, staged in the basement of the New School in February,
1940.30 Battle o f Angels, produced by the Theatre Guild at the Wilbur Theatre in 
Boston, December, 1941, was his "first theatrical failure"31 in spite of the fact that it 
ran for its scheduled two-week season32 and received some positive critical 
response.
Putting aside the personal material, and the confronting subject matter and themes 
that Williams was to revisit many times, Battle o f Angels demonstrates the
27 Tennessee Williams, The Glass Menagerie, in The Theatre of Tennessee Williams, Volume 1 (New 
York: New Directions, 1971) 145. The quotation refers to the character of the absent father with 
whom Williams' real father seems to have shared many characteristics. The abbreviation 77W will 
hereafter be used to denote volumes in the collected works, The Theatre of Tennessee Williams.
28 Leverich, Tom, the Unknown Tennessee Williams (New York: Crown Publishers, 1995) 37. Also see 
Spoto, The Kindness of Strangers, chapter 1.
29 Leverich, Tom, 100.
30 See discussion below in chapter 2 of this thesis.
31 Leverich, Tom, 392.
32 Spoto, The Kindness of Strangers, 85.
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interconnection between text and non-text which forms the basis of his idea of 
'plastic theatre'. The setting, designed by Creon Throckmorton who had previously 
designed O'Neill33 plays, was detailed and complex. As well as through the 
characters and plot, the connection between religious hysteria and lust is 
expressed aurally and visually: the original stage directions call for a huge array of 
sound effects such as drums, guns and thunder while visually lightning and a fire 
which burns up the entire setting34 are required. To achieve Williams' connection 
between theme and design, the play made serious technical demands, demands 
which proved to be beyond the Guild to master. On opening night the fire effects 
worked so well as to eclipse the performance, overwhelming the cast and audience 
with choking smoke.35 In spite of the desperate humour of such a calamitous 
situation, and the negative aftermath of the production, as Spoto points out, the 
play contains the basic theatrical methods of “material experimentation and 
technical innovation"36 which were to be employed in his more mature plays.
Williams was unhappy with the invitation-only presentation by Erwin Piscator of 
This Property is Condemned, performed in June, 1942 at the New School.37 You 
Touched Me!, based on the D. H. Lawrence story and written in collaboration with 
Donald Windham, was directed by Margo Jones, and opened at the Pasadena
33 The work of Eugene O'Neill is often discussed alongside that of Williams who studied O'Neill’s 
works at the University of Missouri. Williams was clearly influenced by the work of his eminent 
older contemporary. Scholars have identified strong connections between Williams’ work that of 
O'Neill whom Williams openly admired.
34 Williams, Battle of Angels, New York: New Directions, 1945. Several changes were made before 
the play was published in the collected version of Williams works, TTW, vol. 1, 5-118. The play was 
also the basis for Orpheus Descending, performed in 1957 and published in TTW, vol. 2 in 1971.
35 For a detailed account of the production process see Claudia Wilsch Case, "Inventing Tennessee 
Williams: The Theatre Guild and His First Professional Production,” The Tennessee Williams Annual 
Review 8 (2005), 11-47, accessed March 14, 2008,
http://tennesseewilliamsstudies.org/archives/2006/03case.htm. Williams also gives an account of 
this performance in his essay "The History of a Play," published with Battle of Angels in Plays 1937- 
1955 (New York: The Library of America, 200).
36 Spoto, The Kindness of Strangers, 84-85.
37 See discussion below, chapter 2.
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Playhouse in November 1943.38 The Glass Menagerie was presented in December 
1944 at the Civic Theatre, Chicago and at the Playhouse Theatre, New York, in 
1945. The success of The Glass Menagerie was followed by the even more 
successful A Streetcar Named Desire in 1949. This fertile period from the end of the 
forties produced Summer and Smoke, also in 1949, The Rose Tattoo in 1951, Cat on 
a Hot Tin Roof in 1955, ending in 1961 with The Night of the Iguana. It also 
included the less successful Camino Real in 1953, Orpheus Descending in 1957 and 
Period o f Adjustment in 1960.
Even though this thesis explores design issues up to the turn of the twenty-first 
century, the focal Williams plays will be limited to those of the first part of his 
career, an era beginning with Menagerie and ending with The Night o f the Iguana. 
This is not so much because of the general contention that after this period his 
work was in decline, but because this is the period in which he developed his idea 
of'plastic theatre' and wrote plays which demonstrate its principles. Although I am 
convinced that his theory of'plastic theatre' is at the base of all his plays to some 
degree, for the purposes for this project, the area of inquiry will be restricted to the 
plays generally thought to be his best. It is true that assessment of Williams' 
reputation and status as a great playwright rests on the work of this period. For 
many, this reputation is based on only three or four plays -  Menagerie and 
Streetcar, with a choice of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof Summer and Smoke, and perhaps 
the 1960 version of Sweet Bird of Youth. By then, however, many felt that Williams 
had lost his gift and had strayed from the style that established his theatrical 
standing, the style associated with him. For some, Camino Real was seen as
38 You Touched Me! was produced again in the wake of the success of The Glass Menagerie, in 
Boston, followed by an opening in New York at the Booth Theatre in September, 1945.
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something of an aberration,39 while plays written after Orpheus Descending seem 
to be regarded as representing a steady decline in quality and significance.
Spoto indicates that this attitude was in circulation from as early as 1956 when a 
revival of The Glass Menagerie was mounted to exploit the conclusion of a 
successful twenty-month season of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. He claims that positive 
critical response to the revival prompted a negative reassessment of some of 
Williams' recent work.
The prevalent critical opinion was that this was the kind of play that 
Williams should continue to write, and that the grotesqueries of Camino 
Real and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof -  and the rumors about Baby Doll, Sweet Bird 
of Youth and Orpheus Descending -  were not nearly so satisfying as the 
values of The Glass Menagerie.40
Bigsby's claim that The Night of the Iguana is the last of the plays of any value41
appears to be shared by many commentators, reviewers and by the theatre-going
public. John S. McCann expressed it this way:
It is a general critical axiom that The Night of the Iguana was Williams’ last 
first-rate play. It is further generally agreed that the last twenty years show 
a struggling, debilitated Williams trying to fulfill w h a t... he expected of 
himself and what he continued to believe his public wanted of him.42
This seems to be an accurate summary of the perception of Williams' later work,
although these plays demonstrate more a struggle with his own ideas and vision
than with a desire to please his public. Williams wrote over twenty-five full-length
and over forty short plays, aside from over twelve screenplays, an opera and
numerous non theatre works. In the post Iguana years of his life, Williams
39 For instance, see Walter Kerr’s review, "Camino Real," New York Herald-Tribune, March 20,1953, 
12.
40 Spoto, The Kindness of Strangers, 209.
41 See Bigsby, Modern American Drama, 63-67.
42 John S. McCann, The Critical Reputation of Tennessee Williams: A Reference Guide (Boston: G. K. 
Hall, 1983), xiii.
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continued his prolific output until his death in February 1983. The Milktrain 
Doesn't Stop Here Anymore, performed in New York in 1963 after a production in 
shorter form at the Festival of Two Worlds in Spoleto the previous year, was 
received with disappointment by audiences, critics and academics.43
In spite of a decline in output during the 1960s, several revivals of his early plays 
were mounted, a number of his plays were made into films and new plays 
including Slapstick Tragedy,44 and The Seven Descents o f Myrtle were performed. 
Revivals of his earlier plays continued until his death, and still continue. Original 
Broadway productions of new plays since 1970 include Out Cry'45 in 1973, The 
Eccentricities o f a Nightingale in 1976, Vieux Carre in 1977 and Clothes fo r a 
Summer Hotel in 1980. A posthumous first production of Not About Nightingales 
was mounted in New York in 1999. His last full-length play, A House Not Meant to 
Stand, was performed in its published form in 1982.46
At his artistic heart was a love of the experimental which placed him among the 
avant-garde, but his relatively early success -  he called it the "catastrophe of 
success"47 - placed him in the mainstream where, once, established, he was 
expected to continue to produce work in the same vein with which he was 
associated. While his restless artistic instincts lead him to explore and change, his 
audience considered him to have failed. However, as Marranca observes, "the work
43 See Annette Saddik, The Politics of Reputation: The Critical Reception of Tennessee Williams' Later 
Plays (Madison: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 1999), especially 32-33.
44 Slapstick Tragedy, performed February 1966, consisted of two one-act plays The Mutilated and 
The Gnädiges Fräulein. Both plays were published in Dragon Country: A Book of Plays. New York: 
New Directions, 1969 and in TTW, vol. 7.
45 Out Cry was first produced in London in 1967, in Chicago in 1971 and at the Lyceum Theatre in 
New York in 1973, with sets and lighting designed by Jo Mielziner. Revised as The Two Character 
Play, it opened at the Quaigh Theatre in New York in 1975. The Two Character Play is published in 
TTW, vol. 5.
46 Williams, A House Not Meant to Stand, ed. Thomas Keith (New York: New Directions, 2008).
47 See Williams’ article, "The Catastrophe of Success," originally published in The New York Times, 
and included in TTW, vol.l, 135-141.
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of an artist is measured in decades not years"48 and Williams' later works, 
currently under reassessment,49 will ultimately bring about a revision of his 
overall reputation.
Williams' total vision is rare among playwrights. He, perhaps more than any other 
playwright, demonstrated the inter-reliance of playwrights, directors and 
designers upon each other. In his actual play-texts, he presented a complete stage 
world created of words, movement, sounds, pictures and ideas. His plays highlight 
and demonstrate the importance of the design of sets, light and sounds to the total 
stage creation with a clarity rare among playwrights. His plays exhibit a constant 
awareness of the live audience, demonstrated by the completeness with which he 
creates the world he wants them to experience.
W ill iams  -  a n  e x pe r im e n t a l  pl a y w r ig h t
One does not usually think of Williams as a radical playwright or one of those 
whose aim was to protest or to achieve any kind of revolt. And yet, in his notes he 
refers to the theatrical activity he was part of, and specifically to his own ideas 
about theatre as a "necessary revolt" .50 Robert Brustein, writing his influential 
book, The Theatre of Revolt, thirty years later, associates Williams with "existential 
revolt."51 Brustein identified nine modern playwrights whose work demonstrated 
the theme of revolt, a dominant characteristic of modern theatre. He excluded 
Tennessee Williams and Arthur Miller from his discussion on the grounds that
48 Marranca, "Theatre and the University at the End of the Twentieth Century," 63.
49 See, among others, Robert Bray et al., "Looking at the Late Plays of Tennessee Williams," (panel 
discussion presented at the Tennessee Williams Scholars' Conference, 2002), Tennessee Williams 
Annual Review 5 (September, 2007): 2-53, accessed October 18, 2007, 
http://www.tennesseewilliamsstudies.org/archives/2002/lpanel lateplays.htm.
50 Williams, manuscript, "Notes on Music," Box 16, Folder 2, Tennessee Williams Collection, HRC. 
This manuscript also incorporates "Notes on a Plastic Theatre." The manuscript is hereafter 
referred to as "Notes on Music"/"Notes on a Plastic Theatre." A transcript of this manuscript is 
presented in Appendix C of this thesis.
51 Robert Brustein, The Theatre of Revolt (London: Methuen, 1962), 27.
21
although "all have enthusiastic partisans: I am not one of them ."52 He identifies
three categories or stages in the works of modern rebel dramatists: messianic
revolt, social revolt and existential revolt. Although one could make a good case for
allocating Williams to all categories, Brustein associates Williams with existential
revolt - "existential revolt is the dominating impulse behind the plays of
Williams."53 Brustein explains existential revolt as:
the revolt of the fatigued and the hopeless, reflecting - after the 
disintegration of idealist energies - exhaustion and disillusionment. This 
explains its close relationship to messianic revolt, for it is actually an 
inverted development of the messianic impulse.54
He uses Büchner and Strindberg as examples, but could as easily be writing about
Williams' plays, particularly The Night of the Iguana as a particularly pertinent
example. Brustein describes the existential rebel:
He is a Neo-Romantic, raging against existence, ashamed of being human, 
revolted by the body itself. One of the strongest identifying marks of the 
existential drama is its attitude towards the flesh, which is usually 
described in images of muck, mud, ashes, and fecal matter, in a state of 
decomposition and decay.55
This characterisation of the existential rebel as body and flesh hating can be 
readily applied to Williams' plays, particularly to his earlier work when he was still 
struggling to reconcile his Romantic spiritual and intellectual notions with the 
realities of human carnality and to reconcile his homosexuality with the strictures 
of his upbringing.
Williams, however, in spite of his criticism of God and his despair at God's glaring 
faults, never abandons his quest, nor does he, as frustrated and despairing as he 
becomes, ever quite accept that human action is futile, seeming to cling to the
52 Brustein, The Theatre of Revolt, viii.
53 Brustein, The Theatre of Revolt, 27.
54 Brustein, The Theatre of Revolt, 27.
55 Brustein, The Theatre of Revolt, 27-28.
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possibility that a day-by-day struggle (and a connection between individuals) is 
the key to making sense of what he refuses to quite admit is the meaningless 
morass of existence.
Brustein writes of the existential rebel dramatists' lack of tragic heroes and of their 
creation of a tragic sense of life expressed through non-heroic central characters or 
antiheroes:
the existential dramatist projects himself into their melancholy and 
complaint, and often manages to transcend his disgust with genuine feelings 
of compassion.56
Brustein identifies an occupation with time and particularly with the past and 
memory, with the work of the existential rebel playwright: "Hating the present, 
fearing the future, he withdraws into the past, and writes his plays on the theme of 
time and memory."57 Unsurprisingly, he cites The Glass Menagerie as an example of 
"an existential exploration of memory."58
In his introduction to The Glass Menagerie, Robert Bray records that:
As Williams worked on various play scripts during the period just prior to 
his completing TGM, he was simultaneously occupied with formulating a 
new aesthetic of theatre. An habitue of the movies since his childhood, 
Williams was now experimenting with a more fluid dramatic structure that 
would to some extent emulate the cinematic technique of mise-en-scene, 
the method by which a film director stages an event for the camera. 
...Williams' stage "innovations" were somewhat recycled from European 
expressionism, but when the elements of his "plastic theatre" ... were 
combined with his exquisite romantic lyricism, the result represented a 
formidable new force on the American stage.59
Bray attributes the success of The Glass Menagerie in part to its departure from the
predictable realistic theatre climate of the 1940s, portraying audiences as "weary
of realism and prosaic dialogue"60 and ready to welcome Williams' "novel voice."61
56 Brustein, The Theatre of Revolt, 29.
57 Brustein, The Theatre of Revolt, 30.
58 Brustein, The Theatre of Revolt, 30.
59 Robert Bray, introduction to The Glass Menagerie (New York: New Directions, 1999), ix.
60 Bray, introduction, ix.
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He also identifies the influence of film on Williams' work and ideas, evident in the 
development of'plastic theatre.' This influence came from Williams' own love of 
the cinema and from the films of Eisenstein in particular, from his association with 
Erwin Piscator and from his experiences during the time he spent working at MGM.
T h e a t r e  D e s i g n
The “formidable new force" came in the form of a playwright who made two 
significant claims: the value of non-realism over realism; and that his responsibility 
as playwright reached beyond the creation of words to the creation of a total vision 
of the on-stage performance of his plays. His idea of'plastic theatre' assigned 
meaning to 'things', everything and every thing on stage. It asserted the 
importance of all the non-textual elements of a theatre production - the design 
elements -  working together with the written text. In acknowledging this 
synergetic relationship between text and design, Williams was, by implication, 
recognising the inter-relationship between playwright and designer, bringing the 
designer into a theatre history from which he/she had often been excluded. By 
insisting on this relationship between text and design, between playwright and 
designer, Williams brought himself, possibly unknowingly, into line with the ideas 
and practices of the early twentieth-century American design theorists Kenneth 
Macgowan and Robert Edmond Jones.
The history of American scenic design, like the history of American theatre, begins 
with the influential European theorists and practitioners, Wagner, Appia and Craig, 
among others. They felt that so widespread was the acceptance of the decorative 
nature and function of nineteenth-century stage design, that the importance of the 
actor needed to be asserted. They argued that the incongruity of the living body
61 Bray, introduction, x.
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and the art of the actor near or in front of such decorative scenery, was 
inconsistent with developing concepts regarding the theory and practice of 
theatre. From here, the history of American set design becomes a history of the 
development of the role of the scenographer, a process of identifying the key ideas 
about set design, and the key artists who put these ideas into practice.
Robert Edward Jones62 and Kenneth Macgowan63 are popularly recognised as the
most important figures of the early years of the history of American set design, and
it is with these two names that students begin studies in American scenography.
Writing about the 'New Stagecraft' which dominated “the serious theatre of
America,"64 Macgowan described the function of the set in theatre in these terms:
For a positive purpose the new stagecraft sets itself to visualize the 
atmosphere of a play. Its artists aim to make, in the settings called for by the 
text, an emotional envelope appropriate to the dramatic mood of the 
author, a visualization in color, line and light of the dominant emotions to 
be pictured by the actors.65
In short, according to Macgowan, the New Stagecraft "sets itself to visualize the 
atmosphere of a play."66 The aims of the New Stagecraft were realised by Robert 
Edmond Jones, Lee Simonson, Norman Bel Geddes and Joseph Urban who together 
challenged the dominance of realism in set design and established an idiomatic 
American design aesthetic as a strong, creative force. This force, however, was 
almost obliterated by the effects of the Depression and World War II. Set designs, 
like the plays written and produced during this post-war period, were 
characterised by realism, sentimentality and escapism. American theatre, like the
62 Robert Edmond Jones, The Dramatic Imagination: Reflections and Speculations on the Art of the 
Theatre (New York: Routledge, 2004).
63 Kenneth Macgowan, The Theatre of Tomorrow (London: T Fisher Unwin, 1923).
64 Macgowan, The Theatre of Tomorrow, 13.
65 Macgowan, The Theatre of Tomorrow, 20.
66 Macgowan, The Theatre of Tomorrow, 20.
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rest of the world, emerged from the war years needing to rebuild and to reinvent 
itself. Williams was part of this reinvention process.
Writing in the early fifties, Wendell Cole links the work of American scenic 
designers with the plays offered by playwrights. Referring to the increasing use of 
simultaneous settings which made use of projections, scrims and skeletal outlines 
to create sets with multiple locations in place of set changes wherein one whole 
setting is replaced by another, he underlines the indebtedness of the work of the 
designer to that of the playwright:
In recent years successful contemporary playwrights such as Tennessee 
Williams and Arthur Miller in America, Salacrou and Anouilh in France, and 
Brecht and Zuchmayer in Germany have chosen more and more frequently 
to employ cinematic techniques such as the flashback and to depend upon 
the scene designer to devise almost instantaneous transitions in space and 
time.67
The designer and the playwright rely on each other. The designer cannot explore 
new directions in design by working on mundane and unimaginative piays; the 
playwright cannot make new demands if the designer is unable to create ways to 
meet them. The importance of the demands made upon designer Jo Mielziner by 
The Glass Menagerie and A Streetcar Named Desire to the development of design 
and playwriting in American theatre and drama should not be underestimated. 
Mielziner met Tennessee Williams' challenges and requirements for The Glass 
Menagerie, in a way that contributed to the development of a design concept, 
further developed in Streetcar and Summer and Smoke, as well as in his design for 
Miller's Death of a Salesman, which was to define Mielziner's style and influence 
the history of American stage design for decades.
67 Wendell Cole, "Current Trends in European Scenery," Educational Theatre Journal 5, no. 1 
(March, 1953): 30, accessed August 27, 2007, http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=0013- 
1989%28195303%295%3A1%3C27%3ACTIESD%3E2.0.CO%3B2-W.
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In a later article Cole identifies two important trends in post-World War II set 
design, both relevant to the work of Jo Mielziner. The first is an emphasis on 
painting in a virtual re-invention of 19th century scenic conventions, particularly 
the painted backdrop, but also wings, flats and drops. The second is “the frequent 
use of skeleton or constructivist elements, sometimes combined with profile or cut 
down scenery."68 Cole explains the especial value of this kind of setting to the multi 
scenic play, “[especially in the simultaneous or multiple set, walls are often made 
of scrim so that additional scenes may be played behind or at the side of the 
principal setting."69
He goes on to address the importance of this type of scenery to the evolution of 
Mielziner's style:
The first notable example in this style was Mielziner's memorable set for 
The Glass Menagerie (1945), followed by A Streetcar Named Desire (1947), 
and his lovely but crowded setting for Summer and Smoke (1948). 
...Mielziner developed his own personal style with these plays, and 
contemporary constructivism has come to be associated with his work.70
Herein lies just one example of the significance of Williams' work to the evolution
of American theatre design. The style which Mielziner developed in response to the
visual and conceptual demands of The Glass Menagerie and subsequent plays,
provided a set of solutions that allowed playwrights to make new demands, further
experimenting with style and range, as well as influencing the development of set
design in American theatre from the mid-1940s.
Cole and many others have explained the doggedly conventional style of American 
set design, especially in the face of developments in Europe from the late
68 Wendell Cole, "A Chronicle of Recent American Scene design," Educational Theatre Journal, 8, no. 
4. (December 1956): 285, accessed August 27, 2007, http://www.istor.org/sici7-OQ13- 
1989%28195612%3A4%3C283%3AACORAS%3E2.0.CO%3B2-8.
69 Cole, "Recent American Scene Design," 285.
70 Cole, "A Chronicle of Recent American Scene Design," 285.
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nineteenth century, by asserting that designers cannot extend their reach if the 
plays offered them to design adhere to accepted convention, particularly realism. 
Set design is, most obviously, directly tied to playwriting and set designers will 
always be limited by their most fundamental responsibility: to create designs that 
allow truthful performance of a play's script. Williams provided playwrights with a 
whole new set of demands which reached far beyond practical problems such as 
multi or simultaneous settings. Williams offered set designers opportunities to 
solve problems of staging various styles and forms, through his experimentation 
from The Glass Menagerie onwards, throughout his career. 71 It is the work of the 
designers who sought to meet the challenges Williams offered, that is examined in 
this thesis.
It was not only the practical challenges and problems offered to set designers, as 
Cole discusses, but it was also the formation of new ideas about theatre which 
prompted new directions and innovations in design. One of the many practical 
impacts of modernism on Western theatre was the possibility that theatre could 
not only challenge things as they are, could not only ask questions, but it could turn 
those questions on themselves. Theatre could explore the nature of theatre. 
Experimentation became an acceptable, and even expected, province of theatre.
Williams continued throughout his life to write plays which asked questions about 
the way we perceive human existence, and about theatre and its form and function. 
He demanded a great deal from designers and they responded to these demands. 
His idea of ‘plastic theatre' with its insistence on the value of non-realism,
71 Williams experimented with form and style throughout his whole career. Negative critical 
reception of his later plays after The Night of the Iguana, restricted the possibility of their being 
performed with any regularity, robbing designers of the opportunity to work on them, and 
audiences of the opportunity to come to an understanding of them.
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abstraction, symbolism and the expressive power of the plastic elements of the 
stage, demanded a holistic approach to the dialogue, character interpretation, 
direction and visual, aural and atmospheric design. Perhaps, never before had the 
roles of playwright, director and designer been so clearly recognised as 
inseparable. He helped to establish the close relationship between director and 
designer now expected in production practice; indeed, many designers have since 
cited their relationship with the director as the most important factor in the design 
process.72
Stru ctu re  a n d  Methodology
The essential aim of this project is to explore and demonstrate the inseparable link 
between theory and practice in Tennessee Williams' idea o f‘plastic theatre'. The 
methodology, therefore, falls into two parts: historical research and research 
through practice. The division is, however, a structural convenience, as the focus of 
the entire project is to examine the practice of realising the playwright's work on 
stage in performance. Chapter 1 presents the results of research into Williams' idea 
of'plastic theatre,' while chapters 2 and 3 present a largely chronological 
investigation into how selected designers have interpreted his works on stage in 
the light of this idea. Chapter 4 brings this overview of the design landscape of 
Tennessee Williams' works to the present via specific case studies.
In chapter 1, “Locating Tennessee Williams' Theory of'plastic theatre,"' I 
investigate the nature and evolution of Williams' concept of'plastic theatre' in 
order to determine what he meant by this term and, most importantly, how he 
envisaged an on-stage production that was faithful to his principles.
72 See Loy Arcenas’ comments in Ronn Smith, American Set Design2, 9. This view is discussed 
further in Chapter 2.
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In the search for some kind of definition of Williams' concept of'plastic theatre' the 
primary source is Williams' own writing. Williams' ideas were published -  both in 
print and in performance on stage -  in his plays and other writings. Specifically 
important are letters, articles, journals and notes and other published and 
unpublished writings. Williams' idea of'plastic theatre' was first presented 
publicly in the prefacing notes to The Glass Menagerie, but it is evident from 
specific references in his Memoirs, letters, journals and various notes, that he had 
been considering the idea for several years. Although he did not publish any 
further precise references to the terms 'plastic theatre' or 'sculptural drama,' these 
notions pervade much of his published and unpublished writings about his ideas 
and works. In chapter 1, and throughout the thesis, therefore, considerable 
emphasis is placed on a selection of manuscripts which are among Williams' 
documents and notes held in the Tennessee Williams Collection in the Harry 
Ransom Center for Humanities Research (HRC) at the University of Texas at 
Austin. Some of these documents contain notes that are specifically relevant to 
Williams' idea of'plastic theatre.' Some parts of two of the selected manuscripts 
have been published in various sources73 but because none has been published in 
full I include transcriptions of the relevant manuscripts as Appendices A to E of 
this dissertation. Even so, the real evidence of his theories and their practical 
application is ultimately found in his plays, and particularly in the way he 
envisioned them on stage in production.
Over the past three decades, there has been some acknowledgment and discussion 
of Williams' idea of'plastic theatre' and of the importance in his work of the
73 See, for instance, Thornton, Tennessee Williams Notebooks, 306, n. 501 and C. W. E. Bigsby,i4 
Critical Introduction to Twentieth-Century American Drama 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1984), 56-57.
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relationship between the textual and non-textual elements of a play. In chapter 1, 
therefore, I acknowledge the works of writers such as Richard E. Kramer, Esther M. 
Jackson, Claus-Peter Neumann, Robert Bray, and others who have investigated the 
meaning and implications of Williams' idea of'plastic theatre' and have made 
important contributions toward the elucidation of what the playwright was 
striving to express. Some of these writers, Kramer in particular, have pointed out 
the connections between Williams' ideas and those of other individuals and 
movements.
Tennessee Williams' idea of'plastic theatre' was developed to replace the 
moribund 'typewriter theatre' which he perceived as the dominant theatre of the 
time. Williams formed his ideas prior to and during World War II, a period when 
theatrical offerings -  theatre productions and ideas about theatre -  were 
understandably conservative and predictable. Paradoxically however, this period 
from the mid-1980s to the early 1940s followed a much more fertile period in 
American theatre and American scenic design. During the early years of the 
twentieth century, ideas and practices had filtered through from Europe to 
influence the beginnings of an American theatrical culture and, more particularly, 
the beginnings of the development of scenography in America.
In order to contextualise Williams' ideas concerning the design elements of 
production, and to trace their evolution and determine the influences on them, his 
theories are considered in relation to influential European theorists, practitioners 
and ideas of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, particularly Adolphe 
Appia, Edward Gordon Craig, Richard Wagner and others whose ideas specifically 
concern art in theatre. Williams' ideas, closely relevant as they are to the history of 
American design theory and practice, are also considered in the light of the
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writings, theories and practices of key American figures such as Kenneth 
Macgowan and Robert Edmond jones.
The consideration of Williams' writings as primary sources to determine what 
Williams meant by 'plastic theatre', gives way to a consideration of the work of the 
designer as interpreter. Having explored the evolution and nature of Williams' idea 
of'plastic theatre' in chapter 1 ,1 will attempt to place Williams' ideas in the context 
of the history of American stage design in chapters 2 and 3. This design history is 
presented through an analysis of the designs and design concepts of specific 
designers of selected early Williams plays. The work of these designers is assessed 
in relation to Williams' ideas and in relation to the history of theory and practice of 
the translation of written text to staged production.
An important aspect of this investigation is the establishment of a cultural history 
of design approaches and practices in the staging of Williams' plays, from the 
designers of first productions through to the present, in order to identify and 
analyse trends in this history. The result of this is the creation of a 'design time- 
line' of design approaches to staging Williams' plays, allowing trends in 
interpretation and design to be mapped, identified and analysed.
In chapter 2, "The Designer as Interpreter, Part I: the early designers," I present 
the first part of this time-line of designs for Williams' plays, covering the period 
from the first production of The Glass Menagerie in 1946 to 1960, the period that 
includes what are generally considered to be his greatest and most important 
plays. This chapter focuses initially on the first production of The Glass Menagerie, 
not only Williams' first real success, but the play through which he first attempted 
to demonstrate his idea of'plastic theatre'. I also examine the first productions of
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several other Williams plays including ,4 Streetcar Named Desire, The Rose Tattoo, 
Camino Real and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, plays which I believe demonstrate, each in 
its own way, elements of Williams' notion of'plastic theatre.'
The Williams plays of this early period, especially those presented on Broadway, 
were designed by a handful of outstanding designers, including the dominant 
American scenic designers ]o Mielziner, Boris Aronson and Lemuel Ayres. 
Particular focus will be given to the work of Mielziner, designs which have been 
mentioned previously and which will be analysed in further detail below. Mielziner 
designed many of Williams' early plays and is virtually responsible for the creation 
of the initial visual public image of Williams' work. No other designer has been so 
closely associated with Williams' work or so identified with his visual style. 
Williams can be said to be fortunate in his early designers. They came with 
different backgrounds and experiences, but all exhibited, to some degree, a refusal 
to be pigeon-holed in terms of style and genre. Aronson, well established as an 
important designer by 1951 when he designed The Rose Tattoo, brought a strongly 
developed interest and experience in antirealism, stylisation and the expression of 
metaphor to Williams' plays. Lemuel Ayres who designed the first production of 
Camino Real in 1953, was best known for the colour and sparkle of his perspective 
sets and was particularly associated with musicals.
The design approaches of these first designers of Tennessee Williams' plays are 
explored to determine how they interpreted Williams' texts and how their designs 
accommodated Williams' 'plastic theatre' theory. There is some evidence that 
Mielziner, at least, was aware of the ideas that underpinned the scenic 
descriptions, devices and practical requirements of Williams' texts. We need to 
question how clearly Williams' aims were understood and how seriously the
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designers sought to express Williams' theory in their designs. Only an examination 
of the design process and the actual designs can enable us to answer these 
questions.
Because of the ephemeral and temporary nature of theatre performance, the 
location and choice of useful evidence for the investigation of stage design is 
notoriously problematic. For various practical reasons, designers are poor 
archivists and notoriously bad at recording their work. Drawings, photographs, 
models and films of performance are sometimes available in an ad hoc fashion, but 
these tell only part of the story. Drawings and photographs of set designs can only 
suggest how these might have worked on stage. Production photographs usually 
focus on the actors and photographs of sets without actors are often meaningless, 
while filmic records of productions are often disappointing and sometimes 
misleading. Nevertheless, such records are useful to give a basic idea of the layout 
and general appearance of scenic designs and their spatial arrangements.
Even though there is an increasing interest in creating written analyses of 
production, written records of performance are still uncommon and are usually 
confined to classics, especially Shakespearean works. The series Plays in 
Production, for example, includes Philip Kolin's extensive study of the production 
history of Streetcar/ 4 which has some photographs and a short discussion of 
Mielziner's set and lighting design, but for the most part focuses on character 
interpretation. The most readily available written accounts of productions are 
found in theatre reviews. Sometimes dismissed as anecdotal evidence, these are 
the opinion of a single person, usually based on one event and are subject to
74 Philip C. Kolin, Williams: A Streetcar Named Desire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2000 ) .
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editorial cuts, misinformation and inaccuracies. However, seen from a different 
point of view, as genuine reactions to a cultural event, reviews can be useful as 
primary sources which reflect cultural attitudes and needs, and it is because of 
their more positive functions that I make considerable use of them in chapters 2 
and 3. Most of the selected reviews are of significant productions and are written 
by respected professional reviewers with extensive experience and theatre 
knowledge.
In chapter 3, "The Designer as Interpreter, Part II: the legacy - from 1960 to the 
present," the design history begun in chapter 2 continues, broadening the scope of 
the inquiry to include major scenographers who have designed productions of 
Williams plays over the second half of the twentieth century. The work of a small 
selection of more recent important, mostly American, designers is researched and 
explored, again to see how they have interpreted and accommodated Williams' 
ideas, as well as to determine how such interpretations have developed into the 
twenty-first century.
Throughout this dissertation, the focus remains on the plays of the early period of 
Williams' output so as to allow comparison and demonstration of change and 
development of approaches and styles. In spite of the perception that Williams' 
work went into decline after 1960, his plays, especially the early popular 
successes, have continued to be regularly performed up to the present time.
Indeed, they are often in the top ten most performed plays in the United States. For 
example, in 2006 The Glass Menagerie was the seventh most frequently performed 
play, and in 2004 A Streetcar Named Desire was the sixth most performed. As a 
further instance, Suddenly Last Summer has recently enjoyed a kind of resurgence,
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its gothic excesses seeming to strike a chord with a new generation of directors, 
actors and designers.
The designers whose work is explored in chapters 2 and 3 have been selected from 
leading, influential designers. Like the work of playwrights and directors, the work 
of designers may span decades. Jo Mielziner, whose work had such a profound 
effect on Williams' early plays and upon scenic design in general, enjoyed a long 
career during which he designed sets for Williams plays until the mid-1970s. The 
prominent later designers featured in this study have also made influential 
contributions to the way Williams' work is interpreted on stage. The much 
admired designer of opera and classics, Ming Cho Lee, designed several Williams 
plays from the 1970s. The successes of his long career, beginning in the early 
fifties, have had a profound influence on the culture of American theatre design. I 
also examine designs by leading practitioners such as Santo Loquasto whose 
association with Williams' plays spans the period from the 1960s to 2006. John Lee 
Beatty's work, from the 1980s to 2002, is the result of a declared engagement with 
the practical demands of Williams' 'plastic theatre'. Loy Arcenas, who designed 
Williams plays during the 1980s and 1990s, brought to them a new abstract 
approach. The work of more recent designers, Andrea Bechert, Annie Smart, Wes 
Peters, Williams specialist Jeff Cowie, and of the British internationally acclaimed 
designer Ralph Koltai, is examined as representative of American and British late 
twentieth and early twenty-first century developments.
In chapter 4, "'Plastic theatre' in practice - three case studies," I present a 
discussion of the practical component of this project in the form of specific case 
studies. The overall object of this project is to explore Williams' theories about 
theatre and to examine the way designers have interpreted his ideas in their
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designs of his early plays. This aim culminates in a practical application of 
Williams' ideas through the presentation, in the final chapter, of my own designs 
for three productions, actual full-scale constructed designs for The Night of the 
Iguana, Suddenly Last Summer and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. These selections from 
Williams' early plays were made in conjunction with the theatre companies and 
the directors involved. Avoiding the more obvious options of Menagerie or 
Streetcar, allowed the practical ramifications of Williams' theory to be tested by 
application to slightly lesser known plays. However, all the selected plays are 
recognised as significant and all have subject matter, to varying degrees, 
thematically and dramatically characteristic of Williams' work. From a design 
point of view, all have interesting stage requirements and challenges and offer 
possibilities for visual interpretation.
For each of the three designs, the primary aim was to realise, as truthfully as 
possible, Williams' design ideas in production, specifically those ideas related to 
his concept of'plastic theatre' or 'sculptural drama.' The designs have been 
created by way of a design process in which a direct engagement with the essential 
considerations of this study - Williams' ideas concerning theatre and stage design 
as embodied in his idea of'plastic theatre' - has been given prime importance 
among other accepted design practices.
Written analysis and discussion of the whole procedure, research and outcomes 
are included in chapter 4. The discussion includes my own interpretation of each 
play and the design implications of this, as well as analysis of the completed sets. 
Documentation of the designs for these three plays is presented in the form of 
plans and drawings and photographs, together with further inclusions such as 
posters and programmes in an accompanying DVD. Short film clips from Iguana
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and Suddenly are also included, but copyright restrictions prevented the filming of 
Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. Given the reservations75 concerning the artistic limitations of 
such evidence expressed earlier, I present this material only as documentation of 
the fact of the productions, rather than as an indication of their artistic efficacy.
The designs for The Night of the Iguana and Suddenly last Summer were created 
and constructed for productions by Papermoon Theatre Company, the production 
arm of the ANU Drama programme, and the official theatre company of the ANU 
College of Arts and Social Sciences, and were performed at the ANU Arts Centre. 
These two plays were presented as part of the Papermoon production program for 
2004 and 2005, and were directed by Geoffrey Borny, Convenor of ANU Drama 
until 2001, and a Tennessee Williams scholar and award-winning director. Cat on a 
Hot Tin Roof was produced by Canberra-based Free Rain Theatre Company and 
directed by local director, Jordan Best for performance at the Canberra Theatre 
Centre Courtyard Studio in 2009.
The methodology employed in the design process was to apply Williams' ideas, as 
established by the outcomes of the historical research component of this project, in 
a practical way. Reaching an understanding of his stage descriptions and their 
carefully articulated intended effect was an equally important consideration. 
Because of Williams' assured approach to visual and atmospheric elements, and his 
ideas about the importance of all production components, he provides us with a 
highly appropriate test case for analysing the design elements of on-stage 
productions. In designing Tennessee Williams' plays, much can be learnt by 
following a design process that approaches the subject-play by confronting its 
theoretical underpinnings as well as its practical requirements.
75 See 32-33 above.
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Williams' works are of particular interest to the designer because of their wide 
stylistic range. The range of staging styles includes detailed apparent realism, 
psychological realism, poetic realism, expressionism and a range of experimental 
non-realist genres. The Night of the Iguana, for example, calls for an apparently 
realistic set, but demands an atmosphere that is almost palpable, as well as 
expressionistic lighting techniques, juxtaposition of action and sounds in a more or 
less Chekhovian way, and the use of grotesque characters providing a chorus-like 
commentary on the action.
This project encompasses theoretical, literary, historical and practical research 
methods in order to understand what Williams was searching for in his 'plastic 
theatre'. Williams is remarkable among playwrights in that he is concerned with 
the staging of his plays as well as with their texts. To understand his concept of 
'plastic' theatre,' we need to examine his plays and other writings to articulate its 
aims and principles as well as to determine its influences and the conditions that 
led to its development by exploring the theatrical culture of the period. Because 
'plastic theatre' concerns the physicality of the stage space, we need also to 
consider those who have created the designs for his plays through an analysis of 
American design history as it pertains to Williams' ideas and plays. Finally, it is 
highly appropriate to test the theory and history by a detailed examination of its
practical application.
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CHAPTER 1: Locating Tennessee Williams' Theory of'plastic 
theatre'
The reader may feel that these statements are posturing a discovery of 
something that has already existed in the theatre. [...] You are right, it has 
nearly always been there, not a recent discovery at all and the plastic 
theatre has existed as a green sprout in an old potato for a very long time 
indeed. (Tennessee Williams, “Notes to the Reader," HRC)76
Tennessee Williams' contribution to theatre design can be seen as a corollary to his 
theory of'plastic theatre' or 'sculptural drama' which he sought to demonstrate in 
his works. The first and most complete public articulation of Tennessee Williams' 
ideas is found in the “Production Notes" to the first publication of The Glass 
Menagerie in 1945. It is a source of scholarly frustration that Williams did not 
foiiow up this launch of his theory with a substantial and clearly articulated 
documentation of his ideas in detail. His dramatic works, and specifically the way 
he envisaged them on stage in production, remain the strongest explication of his 
theories. His oeuvre itself is the most eloquent manifestation of the discourse on 
the nature of theatre with which he continued to engage throughout his life. The 
fact that his theories are propounded through his works clearly indicates the need 
for a more practice-oriented examination of the actual plays; this need is the basis 
for the examination of the practical production aspects which are dealt with in 
subsequent chapters of this thesis.
We are fortunate that, as well as in his plays, Williams recorded his ideas, albeit 
irregularly and informally, in various private and public written forms; these 
writings are sometimes germane to issues of design and need to be investigated 
before embarking on a more practical inquiry. In chapter 1 ,1 examine several 
written examples from a range of sources including manuscripts, letters, memoirs 
76 Manuscript, “Notes to the Reader,” Box 29, Folder 8, HRC. See Appendix D.
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and notes, as well as specific references in his creative works, in order to reach an 
understanding of the theories that underpinned Williams' writing for the theatre. 
Further, in recognition of the importance of the theatrical context of ideas 
concerning the nature of theatrical performance, his ideas will be explored in 
relation to the theoretical and practical theatre landscape of the time, so that 
connections can be identified between Williams' ideas and those of key theatrical 
thinkers and practitioners among his contemporaries and predecessors, including 
those of the late nineteenth century and the early years of the twentieth century.
Over the past three decades or so, some scholars have acknowledged Williams' 
idea of'plastic theatre' and have presented a range of interpretations of his 
theories and, in a few cases, his practice. Therefore, in this chapter I also discuss 
the contribution selected scholars have made to the developing understanding of 
Williams' theory.
The ultimate aim of chapter 1, therefore, is to work towards a statement of what 
Williams meant by ‘plastic theatre' or 'sculptural drama' and what he envisaged 
such a drama would look like on stage, and hopefully to identify its principles. 
Williams' theory and its principles will be identified, first by investigating his own 
writings on the subject; and second by placing the ideas expressed in his writings 
in historical context; and third, by considering the current state of scholarly 
commentary on Williams' theory. The ideas that characterise Williams' theory will 
then be applied to examples from sixty years of scenic design in chapters 2 and 3.
Evide nce  of  W ill iams ' no t io n  of  'pla stic  t h e a t r e '
Williams developed his ideas at the same time that he was struggling to find his 
voice as a playwright. The well documented and widely disseminated performance
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and publication history of Williams' plays reveals that the early period of his life 
and creative development was uncertain and difficult, the success of the first 
production of The Glass Menagerie marking for Williams the culmination of a long 
and frustrating creative gestation period .77 During these formative years Williams 
struggled, in addition to many personal issues, with his ideas about theatre, so that 
it is highly significant that he included in the publication of his first critically and 
financially successful play, a statement which amounted to the first public 
declaration of his theory of theatre.
As I have indicated, the “Production Notes" to the first publication of The Glass 
Menagerie contained the first and most thorough published articulation of 
Tennessee Williams' notion of'plastic theatre' and of his belief in the importance of 
the visual language of the stage and, by extension, of design. Although the 
statement is relatively long and is much reproduced, it is fundamentally important 
to quote the first paragraphs in full in this present context. Important, because 
here we find a significant but tantalising statement of the author's theatrical credo; 
important, because here more than anywhere else does he explain in words what 
he thinks theatre should be about; but tantalising, because his statement, as a 
preface to a play, is not a thorough going thesis and leaves much unsaid. This 
quotation will be referred to many times in this dissertation, and indeed many 
times again by other commentators:
Being a 'memory play', The Glass Menagerie can be presented with unusual 
freedom from convention. Because of its considerably delicate or tenuous 
material, atmospheric touches and subtleties of direction play a particularly 
important part. Expressionism and all other unconventional techniques in 
drama have only one valid aim, and that is a closer approach to truth. When 
a play employs unconventional techniques, it is not, or certainly shouldn't
77 See, among many: Lyle Leverich, Tom; Donald Spoto, The Kindness of Strangers; Tennessee 
Williams, Where I Live: Selected Essays by Tennessee Williams, eds. Christine R. Day and Bob Woods 
(New York: New Directions, 1978).
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be, trying to escape its responsibility of dealing with reality, or interpreting 
experience, but is actually or should be attempting to find a closer 
approach, a more penetrating and vivid expression of things as they are. 
The straight realistic play with its genuine Frigidaire and authentic ice-
cubes, its characters that speak exactly as its audience speaks, corresponds 
to the academic landscape and has the same virtue of a photographic 
likeness. Everyone should know nowadays the unimportance of the 
photographic in art:78 that truth, life, or reality is an organic thing which the 
poetic imagination can represent or suggest, in essence, only through 
transformation, through changing into other forms than those which were 
merely present in appearance.
These remarks are not meant as a preface only to this particular play. They 
have to do with a conception of a new, plastic theatre which must take the 
place of the exhausted theatre of realistic conventions if the theatre is to 
resume vitality as a part of our culture.79
Williams used the term 'plastic theatre', and occasionally expanded upon it, in 
notes, letters and journals and, in addition, used the term ‘sculptural drama' to 
describe the germ of an idea integrally related to ‘plastic theatre'. There are also 
various incidences in his discussions of ideas about theatre, where he seems to be 
addressing the same ideas without using the specific terms 'plastic theatre' or 
‘sculptural drama'. By examining what he had to say in these sources, as well as by 
looking closely at the plays and most particularly at the set descriptions, stage 
directions and other non-dialogue descriptive material, we can begin to piece 
together a clearer picture of the theory of theatre he was wrestling with in the 
creation of his plays, and consider what relevance it might have to set design.
He was certainly suggesting that in a play, extra-verbal elements are as important 
as words -  a startling enough claim for a playwright and a claim which, to some, 
may even seem to usurp the territory of the designer. He referred specifically to
78 Although many (especially photographers) would be quick to refute Williams’ dismissal of "the 
photographic in art", if we interpret a photographic style as one which is representative of realism 
in scenic art, especially in the painting of theatrical sets and scenic elements, Williams was 
prophetically accurate in recognising the limitations of this kind of scenic representation.
79 Menagerie, TTW, vol. 1,131.
43
the importance of the non-verbal stage elements in July 1948, in a letter to Eric 
Bentley, concerning:
the extra-verbal or non-literary elements of the theatre, the various plastic 
elements, the purely visual things such as light and movement and color 
and design, which play ... such a tremendously important part in theatre 
such as Lorca's80 and which are as much a native part of drama as words 
and ideas are.81
He considered the elements of the stage environment -  objects, light and sound - 
to be expressive tools equal in importance to words. He made this view more 
specific later in the same letter, stating that "all of these plastic things are as valid 
instruments of expression in the theatre as words."82 And he explicitly defended 
the use of such things as "transparencies and music and subtle lighting effects, 
which are often as meaningful as pages of dialogue,"83 remonstrating against critics 
whom he considered to be blind to their expressive function. He was deeply 
offended at having had his use of the visual and aural language of the stage 
dismissed as "cheap tricks."
He had, however, been developing his ideas for some years before the production
of The Glass Menagerie. In about 1944 he wrote "Notes on a Plastic Theatre,"84 part
of a longer manuscript concerning the use of music in the new post-war theatre
and specifically in the play he was working on:
While I have tried in this play to work in more plastic terms that I have 
before, and may extend this effort in work to come, what I have in this play 
is still too much of words and not enough of the other assaults upon the 
senses and sensibilities.
X(l Williams mentions Garcia Lorca as an influence many times in his published and unpublished writings. 
Comparisons can be made between Williams’ and Garcia Lorca’s poetic aesthetic and their use, along 
with Chekhov, of juxtaposed plastic elements to comment on significant moments in their plays.
81 Letter #109 to Eric Bentley, July 12,1948, Albert J. Devlin and Nancy M. Tischler, eds, The 
Selected Letters of Tennessee Williams, Volume II: 1945-1957 (New York: New Directions, 2004), 
203.
82 Letter #109 to Eric Bentley, July 12,1948, Selected Letters, Vol. II, 203.
83 Letter #109 to Eric Bentley, July 12,1948, Selected Letters, Vol. II, 203.
84 Williams, manuscript, "Notes on a Plastic Theatre," Box 16, Folder 2, HRC, undated. The note is 
incorporated into a note about music in the theatre. Hereafter referred to as "Notes on 
Music"/"Notes on a Plastic Theatre." A transcript of this manuscript is presented in Appendix C.
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Alongside notes and preparatory sketches which indicate that he was working on 
The Glass Menagerie -  and simultaneously on A Streetcar Named Desire - his notes 
include preliminary ideas and notes for the development of his notion of'plastic 
theatre'. In an earlier manuscript accompanying scripts of "The Paper Lantern" and 
"The Spinning Song"85 he wrote of his frustration with his failure to achieve his 
aims:
In my dramatic writing prior to this I have always leaned too heavily on 
speech. Nearly everything I have written for the stage has been 
overburdened with dialogue. In working on this new project I determined 
to think in more plastic or visual terms. To write sparingly but with 
complete lyricism, and build the play in a series of dramatic pictures.86
The aim here stated, of a synthesis of verbal and non-verbal, dialogic and non-
dialogic elements, implies an importance attributed to design that is rarely given in
dramatic theory. It acknowledges the multi-dimensionality of theatre performance
space, a space which is essentially a manifestation of words and ideas. In his own
words Williams describes the play as consisting of "a series of dramatic pictures".
These pictures might also be described as tableaux but 1 prefer to use the term
'plastic moments', an expression without emphasis on any one stage element, and
which will be discussed in detail in the more practice orientated context of
chapters 2 and 3.
One might say that Williams is speaking about the three-dimensional space 
between and around words, or perhaps, asserting the importance of the 'negative 
space' in theatre. In his article, "The Sculptural Drama,"87 Richard E. Kramer writes 
in some detail about the connection between Williams' term 'plastic theatre' and 
the ideas of the painter and theorist Hans Hofmann with whom Williams had been
8> Only fragments and an outline of these theatre sketches exist, but they clearly provided material for 
Menagerie and Streetcar.
86 Note accompanying “The Paper Lantern,” Box 34, Folder 6, HRC, dated September, 1943. See 
Appendix B for transcript. The almost complete note is given in n. 501 in Thornton, Notebooks, 306.
87 Kramer, "The Sculptural Drama,” 5.
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acquainted when they operated in overlapping artistic circles in Provincetown 
during the 1940s88 and with whose work Williams was familiar. Kramer points out 
the close correlation between the language Hofmann uses to refer to the vitality of 
space and that used by Williams in his novel Moise and the World of Reason.89 
Hofmann wrote that in a painting "[s]pace must be vital and active - a force- 
impelled pictorial space, presented as a spiritual and unified entity, with a life of its 
own."90 Hofmann was writing specifically about the representation of the three- 
dimensional world on the two-dimensional picture surface and the importance in 
this operation of the tension between positive and negative space which creates 
"the phenomenon of push and pull necessary to plastic creation.”91 By translating 
this idea of two-dimensional space to the three-dimensional stage, Williams can 
address not only the totality of the stage space itself, but the notion that text, which 
equates to the traditionally dominant positive space, and the non-literary 
elements, which equate to a kind of negative space, become equally important. The 
space between and around the words is given vitality by the combination of all the 
resources of the stage.
In addition to the term 'plastic theatre,' Williams also used the expression 
'sculptural drama' to describe his ideas in a handwritten journal entry dated 
March, 1942.92 The expression 'sculptural drama' offers a particularly illuminating 
and graphic description of Williams' perception of the complex process of 
presenting a play on stage, highlighting the physicality of the production process
88 For an account of Williams' connection with Provincetown in the 1940s see David Kaplin, 
Tennessee Williams in Provincetown (East Brunswick, Nj: Hansen Publishing Group, 2007).
89 Kramer, "The Sculptural Drama," 3.
90 Hans Hofmann, "The Search for the Real in the Visual Arts," in Hans Hofmann, ed. James Yohe 
(New York: Rizzoli, 2002), 46; and in Hans Hofmann, The Search for the Real and Other Essays, eds. 
Sara T. Weeks and Bartlett H. Hayes, Jr. (Andover, MA: Addison Gallery of American Art. 1948), 49.
91 Hofmann, "The Search for the Real," 2002, 47.
92 Manuscript, Journal entries, Box 21, Folder 16. HRC. dated February and March, 1942. See also 
Kramer, "The Sculptural Drama," 2. See Appendix E for transcript.
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and the experience of live performance. That he also saw the playwright's role in
physical terms is evident in the following observation in another notebook entry,
undated but entitled “Summer Notes and Some Ain't":
it seems to me that a mature playwright has more in common with an 
architect than he has with a novelist. He is less a Dostoevsky, if he is good at 
his craft, than he is a Frank Lloyd Wright,"93
Here he seems to be asserting the importance of the physical nature of play
creation, an idea consistent with the term 'sculptural drama.' In his article, Kramer
offers insightful comment on this perception of the writing of a play as the physical
creation of a physical art:
Williams was harking back to the original etymological meaning of 
playwright. ...Williams was envisioning dramatists who, rather than just 
writing scripts, wrought them from all the materials that were available in 
the theatrical lumberyard.94
Williams' concept of the nature of theatre and the nature of the job of the 
playwright in terms of physicality, brings us closer to an understanding of what he 
meant by 'plastic theatre’. So too does his perception of himself as an experimental 
playwright, one who challenged the received theatrical conventions of the time, 
particularly the dominance of realism, and pushed the boundaries into new 
practical and theoretical territories. Conscious of his own self-defined uniqueness, 
he could find no vehicle for the expression of his personal voice and aesthetic 
among the chiefly realistic practices of his contemporaries. In his journal entry of 
March 1942, Williams indicates his dissatisfaction with conventional forms and 
with current offerings, and identifies himself as an "experimental dramatist" in
93 Williams, manuscript, "Summer Notes and Some Ain't," Box 47, Folder 5, HRC, notebook, no year, 
but the entry is headed July 13. See Appendix A for a full transcription of this notebook entry.
94 Kramer, "The Sculptural Drama," 4.
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search of forms more suited to his "poetic"95 voice. His quest for ways to present 
intensified reality, express passion "in an articulate manner" and create 
"[a]pocalypse without delirium" led him to eschew realism and search for 
alternative forms and methods.
In considering this problem ... I have evolved a new method which in my 
own particular case may turn out to be a solution. I call it the "sculptural 
drama."96
In the specific context of this excerpt, Williams discusses the implications of his 
new form of theatre for acting and movement styles, favouring a distinctly stylised 
and even dance-like movement perhaps more commonly associated with the 
symbolist work of Maeterlinck. This is interesting, and worthy of further study 
elsewhere, because he doesn't seem to have expanded upon this suggestion 
anywhere else, and also because, even given Williams' poetic writing and extensive 
use of symbolism, the acting style of most productions of his plays is most usually 
realistic.
Williams' 'plastic theatre' is, among other things, concerned directly with style. A 
firm conviction of the superficiality and shortcomings of realism, "the exhausted 
theatre of realistic conventions,"97 lies at the core of the "Production Notes" for 
Menagerie and the notebook articles already mentioned. Williams' frustration at 
the incapability of realism to express his intense poetic vision provided the 
springboard for the development of his ideas. In place of "the realistic play with its 
genuine Frigidaire and authentic ice-cubes" he advocated the use of non-realistic, 
non-conventional techniques associated with Expressionism, Surrealism, 
Symbolism, and even Absurdism. Williams, the experimental dramatist, was
95 Manuscript, Journal entries, HRC. See also Kramer, "The Sculptural Drama," 2 and Leverich, Tom, 
446. See Appendix E for transcript.
96 Leverich, Tom, 446. Also see Appendix E.
97 Menagerie, TTW, vol. 1,131.
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obviously aware that the use of new styles and techniques would mean that new 
play structures and conventions would be needed. In his journal entries of 1942, 
he acknowledged that the kind of style he was developing for himself - and 
suggesting as a new direction for the theatre - was not suited to the “conventional 
three-act play which is probably on its way out anyway" but was better suited to 
"the play of short cumulative scenes which I think is on its way in."98 His 
comments were perceptive and ultimately prophetic as, even though the three-act 
play has persisted until the present, it was becoming outmoded by the 1960s and 
was to become almost a rarity after the mid-1980s.
Certainly we can see a strong tendency in Williams' own plays to create more 
functional and artistically appropriate alternatives to the three-act 'well-made' 
structure. Although he wrote several three-act plays, many more of his plays are 
organised by scenes rather than acts, and many are multi-scenic and even episodic. 
Perhaps the most striking example from the pre-sixties period is Camino Real 
which is composed of sixteen "blocks," a structure directly referred to by the 
character of Gutman who announces the beginning of several of these short 
sections. Even though plays with many short scenes relying on a cumulative effect 
were, of course, not new in the early forties when Williams made his prediction - 
Biichner's startling precursor Woyzeck was written in 1836! -  they were rare in 
the American theatre scene at the time.99
In his "Notes on Music"/"Notes on a Plastic Theatre" manuscript, Williams is 
heavily critical of contemporary theatre:
98 Manuscript, Journal entries, HRC. See Appendix E.
99 The first production directed by Piscator at the Volksbühne was Alfons Paquet’s episodic, multi- 
scenic play Fahnen, presented in 1924.
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It is more like an ugly, meaningless block of concrete, the product of cement 
mixer and muscular artisan, than a piece of sculpture hewn by someone 
conceiving a pure design. It is a dominantly literary theatre, that is a theatre 
of words, where the type-written script is king. Certain plastic moments, 
non-literary ingredients, are called into service but nearly always in a very 
secondary or slavish capacity, assistants rather than partners in the 
concern.100
Prompted by his hatred of'type-writer theatre' which he felt characterised the
moribund theatre climate of the time, his vision was of a theatre where dialogue
would combine with all other elements of play production to create a unified
artistic whole. In effect, he was shifting the definition of a 'play' away from a text
consisting principally of dialogue to be interpreted by others, to a unified work of
art. In this same note he wrote about his attempts in "this play" - presumably The
Glass Menagerie - to "work in more plastic terms than I have before" although
ultimately he felt he had still relied too much on words.
I like to imagine the theatre when the supremacy of the typewriter will be 
challenged! A theatre where the plastic arts now serving a merely auxiliary 
function would be accepted as full partners! Where painting - not just scene 
painting but real creative design; where architecture and sculpture - not 
just incidental scraps of it; where music - not just accompaniment; where 
dancing - not just a diversion; where colors, lights, materials, fabrics, forms, 
sounds, silences, movements, patterns, bodies will be all not fragmentarily 
but completely and triumphantly incorporated in a theatre which is a 
complex of all the arts!101
Here he articulates a vision of theatre in performance rather than on the page in a 
statement which recognises the expressive qualities of the non-verbal in theatre 
performance. In this recognition is the acknowledgment of the importance of 
design in the creation of a play. Williams' 'plastic theatre' has as much to do with 
design as with words and his recognition of such, so rare among playwrights, 
amounts to a repositioning of the dominant perception of the role and value of
100 "Notes on Music"/"Notes on a Plastic Theatre," HRC. See Appendix C.
101 "Notes on Music"/"Notes on a Plastic Theatre," HRC. Some of the original formatting and 
punctuation has been changed. See Appendix C.
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design and of the work of the scenographer, so long and so often ignored by critics 
and scholars.
'PLASTIC THEATRE’: FORERUNNERS AND INFLUENCES
Williams is calling for a theatre which, by drawing on the expressive ability of the 
non-verbal, could broaden the customary focus of theatre on things which can be 
expressed in spoken language, to include that which cannot, that which evades 
language.102 The kind of theatre Williams was advocating positions him much more 
closely within the modernist tradition and more closely in association with avant- 
garde thinkers of the time than is often acknowledged. With exceptional 
perception, however, John Gassner claimed in 1954 that Williams exemplified "the 
perennial avant-garde theatre of subjectivity and private sensitivity."103
Williams' 'plastic theatre' is the kind of theatre advocated by Antonin Artaud with 
whom Williams shares much common theoretical ground. Although there is no 
evidence of Williams specifically having read Artaud’s works,104 it is appropriate to 
discuss this sometimes striking commonality, especially in regard to their similar 
views on the dominance of the text and on the need to find a truly theatrical 
language. Whether the influence of modernist ideas upon Williams was direct or 
not, his own writings reveal that he was of a disposition to receive new ways of 
thinking.
Artaud, like Williams, was impelled by his disapproval of the state of theatre to 
develop revolutionary ideas concerning its purpose, function and practice. In The 
Theater and its Double, written during the 1930s and first published in 1944, he
102 Bigsby discusses this idea in Modern American Drama, 34-35.
103 John Gassner, The Theatre in Our Times: A Survey of the Men, Materials and Movements in Modern 
Theatre (New York: Crown, 1954), 344.
104 Artaud’s The Theater and its Double was not published until 1944.
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expressed his dissatisfaction with "a theater based upon the authority of
the text."105 To him it was "essential to put an end to the subjugation of the theater
to the text."106 Artaud held that visual images, music and dance express things
which "evade language" all the time, but that they are often (mis)used in theatre
merely to enhance the words, or even worse, are tacked on as decorations. Like
Williams, Artaud wanted the kind of theatre where
The aesthetic, plastic part of the theater drops its role of decorative 
intermediary in order to become, in the proper sense of the word, a directly 
communicative language.107
Artaud argued that the stage offers an expressive space that is essentially physical 
and tangible, a space that has been debased in Western theatre by a privileging of 
written dialogue. He claimed that the proper focus of attention for the playwright 
should be not on literature but on the stage space "which ought to be given its own 
concrete language to speak."108 He felt that the specifically theatrical elements of 
the theatre had been backgrounded by the "exclusive dictatorship" 109 of words. 
Artaud stressed the need for a type of theatre that would appeal to the senses, 
creating a spatial poetry which could express that which words could not. Theatre 
needed to learn how to speak its own language, a language created by "all the 
means of expression utilizable on the stage, such as music, dance, plastic art, 
pantomime, mimicry, gesticulation, intonation, architecture, lighting, and 
scenery.”110 Artaud's theatrical vision, particularly his ideas about gesture and the 
influence of Balinese theatre on his work, suggested a direction in the development 
of acting style which Williams would never really take, even though his notebook
105 Antonin Artaud, The Theatre and its Double, trans. Mary Caroline Richards (New York: Grove 
Weidenfeld, 1958), 106.
106Artaud, Theatre and its Double, 106.
107Artaud, Theatre and its Double, 107.
108 Artaud, Theatre and its Double, 33.
109 Artaud, Theatre and its Double, 40.
110 Artaud, Theatre and its Double, 39.
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entry mentioned above concerning the manner of performance most suited to his 
idea of'sculptural drama' suggests a much less realistic acting style than that 
which we usually associate with him. It is possible that critics and commentators 
have squeezed Williams into an inappropriate realistic mould that was the very 
form he strove to escape. In any case, there is a close relationship between 
Artaud's ideas concerning "spatial poetry" involving the interaction of all the 
elements of theatrical language in order to create a practical language that extends 
beyond words, to fill the performance space, and the ideas that Williams was 
developing at about the same time.
The assertion of the equal importance of textual and non-textual elements in the
creation and performance of plays fundamental to Williams' idea of'plastic
theatre', amounts to a radical repositioning of the role and importance of design in
theatre. Williams' awareness of and concern for the communicative role of design
and non-verbal elements is evident from very early in his writing career. He refers
to design elements in an undated letter to Willard H. Holland, dated by Devlin and
Tischler as early-December, 1937. Holland had directed Williams' The Fugitive
Kind which production the playwright had seen on December 4,1937.
There was hardly an effort at atmospheric build-up in the setting for that 
half. The lighting was all wrong - there was no large window to bring the 
city and the snow onto the stage - what became of the cathedral-like effect 
which we had agreed upon? The neon sign?111
Earlier, on September 8,1937, Williams had written of Holland and his direction:
In most things his instinct is amazingly sound but on some things we simply 
cannot agree eye to eye - I don't think he likes my atmospheric touches.112
So important to the playwright was the physical presence of the window that he
111 Letter #76 to Willard H. Holland, early-December 1937, Albert J. Devlin and Nancy M. Tischler, 
eds, The Selected Letters of Tennessee Williams, Volume 1,1920-1945 (New York: New Directions, 
2000), 119.
112 Notebook entry, September 8,1937, Notebooks, ed. Margaret Bradham Thornton (New Haven 
and London: Yale University Press, 2006), 105.
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recalled it years later in 1943 in a letter to Margo Jones, academic, director and 
enthusiastic supporter and friend:
You have never seen me in one of my fits of insanity. Once in Saint Louis, 
when Fugitive Kind was put on, that happened. The whole play was built 
around a big window overlooking the city -  I was out of town and when I 
arrived at the dress-rehearsal I found my window was a little transom at 
the top of the back wall! I fled from the theatre and walked along the street, 
literally tearing the script to little pieces and scattering it on the 
sidewalk.113
Here Williams reveals the connection between the 'plastic' elements and the ideas 
and meaning of the play as a primary artistic and conceptual consideration of his 
dramaturgy. In this letter, Williams appears to be expressing the meaning of the 
play in terms of objects - actually one central object -  and, further, he seems to 
have felt that without this significant plastic element the play no longer worked 
because its central meaning was lost. Both the letter and the journal entry indicate 
that the symbolic importance he attributed to objects that persisted throughout his 
career was evident as early as 1937.
Tennessee Williams' desire for a 'plastic theatre' or a 'sculptural drama', if we take
this to include all the non-verbal elements available to the theatre as an expressive
unit, is now a familiar idea and was not entirely new at the time. Williams' himself
knew this from the outset. In an early hand-written manuscript entitled "Notes to
the Reader," perhaps an early draft of the notes for The Glass Menagerie, he wrote:
The reader may feel that these statements are posturing a discovery of 
something that has already existed in the theatre. [...] the plastic theatre 
has existed as a green sprout in an old potato for a very long time 
indeed."114
Wagner had arrived at his total theatre art work concept as early as 1849. Appia 
(1862-1928) and Craig (1872-1966) explored the same possibilities, and both
113 Letter #291 to Margo Jones, ca. October 4,1943, in Selected Letters, Voll, 492.
114 Williams, manuscript, "Notes to the Reader," HRC. See Appendix D.
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Meyerhold and Brecht, although they produced quite divergent results, also 
experimented with ideas related to total theatre. More recently many theatre 
creators - from Peter Brook to the Cirque du Soleil - have similarly aimed to 
present a total synthesis of word, movement and stage environment.
Although it is not the aim of this project to identify all of the influences on 
Williams' concept, if we are to reach an understanding of his idea of'plastic 
theatre' and to identify its characteristics - particularly when applied to the 
practice of theatre design - it is helpful to establish the contextual theoretical and 
practical theatre landscape in which his theory was cultivated. The theatrical and 
general artistic climate of the 1930s was the result of a two-pronged development 
of apparently opposing conceptions of the form and function of theatre: realism 
and non-realism. Realism emphasised the importance of reaching dramatic truth 
through representation of life on stage, imitating it as closely as possible in both 
acting and scenic styles. Non-realism emphasised the need to access the truth 
about the human condition by finding ways to penetrate the surfaces of human 
existence, and by implication, the trappings of realistic drama. Non-realism 
developed partly in reaction to and against realism and partly as a movement with 
its own authentic provenance and development encompassing more specific 
artistic movements including Symbolism, Futurism, Dadaism, Surrealism, 
Expressionism, etc. The techniques associated with these non-realistic movements 
were of particular interest to Williams. Although he refers to "Expressionism and 
all other unconventional techniques” in the Menagerie "Production Notes” he made 
even greater use of them in other plays. Aware, at least from 1943, that he had not 
achieved his aims,115 he sought to refine his notion and rely less on the spoken
115 He makes this clear in his note accompanying "The Paper Lantern," HRC. See Appendix B.
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word in his plays, turning increasingly to the techniques of the non-realistic 
movements particularly in The Rose Tattoo, Camino Real, Orpheus Descending and 
the verse drama The Purification.
Wagner's concept of Gesamtkuntswerk or total art work can arguably be identified 
as the source of most of the theories and practices of the twentieth century. The 
broader interpretation of Wagner's contention that the composer should control 
all aspects of production, paved the way for many theatrical ideas that have 
culminated in current day concepts of a unified production. Wagner's total art 
work notion is relevant to Williams only as a general influence. In the twentieth 
and twenty-first centuries Wagner's ideas, augmented by those of Edward Gordon 
Craig, have been more commonly associated with ideas concerning the director's 
power over production while, as Kramer points out, "Williams pushes the idea 
back to the playwright and the text." 116
Taken together, Adolphe Appia and Edward Gordon Craig are credited with 
opening up new possibilities in set design and lighting, and, in short, 
revolutionising nineteenth-century staging practices. They formulated a range of 
design concepts and staging possibilities which changed the function of scenery, 
allowing theatre practitioners to create settings suited to the new developments in 
non-realism. The work of expressionist playwrights and designers, for instance, 
which so impressed Williams, owes much to the innovations in theory and practice 
of Appia and Craig.
Dismissing the relevance of the kind of two-dimensional scenery which provided a 
painted backdrop to the action and which did little more than indicate locality and
116 See Kramer, "The Sculptural Drama," 4. If we equate playwright with composer, this may have 
been Wagner’s aim in the first place.
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often drew attention to itself for its own sake, Appia advocated a new way of using
the three-dimensionality of the stage space. At the time directors and designers
had aimed to imitate reality, but found reality difficult to render plastically. Appia
felt that designers too often resorted to painting, while directors unquestionably
accepted these design limitations. He found painting inappropriate to the stage
because “the basic principle of painting is to reduce everything to a flat surface.
How then can it fill a three-dimensional space - the stage? " 117 He detected an
antagonism between painted sets and the living human body of the actor.
According to Appia, painted sets, usually with an emphasis on decoration and the
pictorial, were rendered ridiculous when juxtaposed with a real body. Focussing
on the importance of the actor, Appia called for settings which would not seek to
mimic reality but which would harmonise with the body and its attitudes and
movements. To facilitate this, he advocated a new way of using light:
Lighting ... gives us a means of externalizing in some way most of the colors 
and forms that painting freezes on the canvas and of distributing them 
dynamically in space. The actor no longer walks in front of painted lights 
and shadows; he is immersed in an atmosphere that is destined for him. 118
Edward Braun describes Appia's scenic designs in terms similar to those Williams 
chose to describe his own ideas: Appia's settings were “conceived plastically 
throughout" so that the scenic space created a total environment for the action of 
the play, unified by light and its “sculptural power" .119 Lee Simonson's similar 
description of the expressivity of Appia's use of light is also expressed in sculptural 
terms:
The light and shade of Rembrandt, Piranesi, Daumier, and Meryon was 
finally brought into the theatre as an interpretative medium, not splashed
117 Adolphe Appia, "Light and Space," in Directors On Directing, eds.Toby Cole & Helen Krich Chinoy 
(Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill Company, 1976), 139.
118 Appia, "Light and Space," 141.
119 Edward Braun, The Theatre of Meyerhold: Revolution on the Modern Stage (London: Eyre 
Methuen, 1979), 76.
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on a back-drop, as romantic scene-painters had used it, but as an ambient 
medium actually filling space and possessing actual volume; it was an 
impalpable bond which fused the actor, whenever and however he moved, 
with everything around him. The plastic unity of the stage picture was made 
continuous.120
In the "First Dialogue" of The Art of the Theatre, first published in 1905, Edward 
Gordon Craig defines the art of theatre as a combination of all the equally 
important elements of the theatre:
The Art of the Theatre is neither the acting nor the play, it is not the scene 
nor dance, but it consists of all the elements of which these things are 
composed: action, which is the very spirit of acting; words, which are the 
body of the play; line and colour, which are the very heart of the scene; 
rhythm, which is the very essence of dance. ... One is no more important 
than the other, no more than one colour is more important to a painter than 
another, or one note more important than another to a musician.121
And later he writes, "[a] drama is not to be read, but to be seen upon the stage."122
Craig found realism inconsistent with the aims of the art of the stage: "realism, the
blunt statement of life, something everybody misunderstands while recognizing.
And all far from the purpose of art."123 The art of the stage was to chronicle
"Beauty" by drawing from the "Imagination." Williams was clearly influenced by
these ideas, at least indirectly, and would certainly have agreed with these general
sentiments, but would probably have used the term "Truth" rather than "Beauty".
Craig identified one of the chief evils of the modern theatre as a lack of unity due to
the fact that there were seven 'directors' controlling all those working on a
production. Influenced by Wagner's ideas, Craig's solution for the future was that
the stage director should have complete artistic control over the on-stage
interpretation of the playwright's words. Such was this control that Craig
120 Lee Simonson, The Stage is Set (New York: Dover Publications, 1932), 358-359.
121 Edward Gordon Craig, On the Art of the Theatre (London: Heinemann, 1911), 138.
122 Craig, Art of the Theatre, 140.
123 Craig, Art of the Theatre, 89.
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dismissed any more than the most basic of stage directions as "trivialities," 124 an 
opinion with which Williams most certainly would not have agreed. Perhaps many 
directors today would agree with Craig; his projection of a future in which the 
director should have ultimate power over a stage production, at the expense of the 
responsibility of the playwright and designer, is borne out to a degree by current 
practice. As I discussed in the Introduction to this thesis, the playwright/director 
power struggle remains one of the major battlegrounds of twentieth-century and 
possibly twenty-first-century mainstream theatre.
From the time when the ideas of Appia and Craig began to have an impact on 
European theatre practice, the number of contributors to the twentieth-century 
theatrical environment widens and becomes increasingly interconnected. 
Stanislavsky, whose influence on twentieth-century acting and theatrical style has 
been profound, is associated with his essentially realist125 System for training 
actors. Initially interested in new theatrical forms and in creating external truth 
mainly through the use of real objects on stage, Stanislavsky was influenced by the 
work of the Meininger theatre with its minute attention to realistic detail and later 
by Gordon Craig. His search for new forms led him to a different kind of realism: 
"Of course we have returned to realism, to a deeper, more refined and more 
psychological realism ." 126 This refined realism prompted him to reconsider the 
work of the actor.
From the producer-autocrat, devoted to the facsimile stage, he became, 
through his work on acting, the producer-instructor, who located the heart 
of theater in the actor. This development led him to a new appreciation of
124 Craig, Art of the Theatre, 150.
125 Sharon Carnicke argues, however, that Stanislavsky was much more interested in non-realism 
than his Soviet and American followers admit. See Sharon Marie Carnicke, Stanislavsky in Focus 
(London and New York: Routledge, 1998).
126 Quoted in Helen Crich Chinoy, "The Emergence of the Director,” in Directors On Directing, 35.
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the playwright, who he no longer relegated to a mere stimulus for his 
imagination.127
Dissatisfied with the quality of acting and convinced of the need to find a more 
effective way to train actors, he developed his highly influential 'System' with the 
aim of producing actors who would suit his company. He continued to develop and 
refine his actor training methods and ideas throughout his life-time, but it was 
interpretations of his early work with its emphasis on psychological realism that 
brought him international recognition and which formed the basis of Method 
acting and actor training in the United States.
The American Method was directly inspired by interpretations of Stanislavsky's 
work by Vakhtangov, Boleslavsky and Ouspenskaya, students of Stanislavsky who 
had emigrated to the United States. David Garfield described Vakhtangov as “the 
definitive teacher of the System, " 128 who is said to have “understood the 
theoretical implications of the Stanislavskian ideas better than Stanislavsky did.” 129 
Major practitioners such as Lee Strasberg, 130 Stella Adler and Stanford Meisner, 
firstly at the Group Theater and later at The Actors Studio, established a new - and 
the most popular and controversial - American approach to acting and actor 
training and preparation. It is an apparent contradiction that, in spite of his overt 
dissatisfaction with realism and his active interest in non-realistic forms, 
Tennessee Williams maintained an association with The Actors Studio over many 
years, as did the director of many of his plays, Elia Kazan who drew actors from the 
studio for his stage and film productions.131
127 Chinoy, "The Emergence of the Director," 35.
128 David Garfield, The Actors Studio: A Player’s Place (New York: Macmillan, 1984), 10.
129 Garfield, Actors Studio, 17.
130 Strasberg was also inspired by Gordon Craig’s vision for a future in which some courageous 
individual would "some day master and remould" (Craig, Art of the Theatre, 1) the world of the 
theatre.
131 Garfield, Actors Studio, 89.
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There are identifiable connections between Williams' ideas and the anti-realist 
stance and innovative production and design practices of Vsevolod Meyerhold who 
had begun his career working with Stanislavsky and Nerimovich-Danchenko when 
they formed their 'Moscow Popular Art Theatre' in 1898. Meyerhold could not 
reconcile his increasing interest in non-realistic acting and production styles and 
the symbolist movement, with the Art Theatre's emphasis on realism, and left 
Stanislavsky's company in order to explore alternatives to realism as a director. He 
began, as he said,
by slavishly imitating Stanislavsky. In theory I no longer accepted many 
points of his early production methods, but when I set about producing 
myself, I followed meekly in his footsteps. I don't regret this because it was 
a short-lived phase.132
In his early writings he condemned the dedication to realism celebrated in the 
productions of the Meininger whose fundamental principle was the exact 
representation of life as practised by the Art Theatre. He detected in Chekhov's 
work, however, an essential rhythm and a mastery of what he called the ‘theatre of 
mood' and attributed the success of an Art Theatre production of The Cherry 
Orchard not to its celebrated realism or to its realistic details, but to the actors' 
ability to find the rhythm that enabled them to create the appropriate atmosphere 
and mood. His antipathy to Russian 'Meiningenitis'133 and his desire to find ways to 
perform Symbolist works, especially those of Maeterlinck, prompted him to 
privilege the work of the actor -  his body, movement and voice - as the principal 
dramatic element, resulting in the development of his system of Biomechanics with 
which is most usually identified.
132 Quoted in Edward Braun, ed., Meyerhold on Theatre. Revised Edition (London: Methuen, 1998), 
18.
133 Meyerhold, "The New Theatre Foreshadowed in Literature," in Meyerhold on Theatre, 35.
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However, Meyerhold's theoretical writings as well as his influential body of work
as a designer and director/choreographer, have ensured that his legacy is broader
than the limited application of Biomechanics. The descriptions of his production
methods and staging techniques, including many images of actual productions,
attest to his search for and continuous experimentation with non-realistic staging.
Braun describes Meyerhold's role as a creative autocrat responsible for direction,
movement and stage setting, to the extent of replacing a playwright's direction
with his own staging concept. He says of the production of Leonid Andreev's The
Life of a Man that, "[t]he key to the entire production was light, for the first time
exploited by Meyerhold for its sculptural power,"134 noting the influence of Appia
on Meyerhold's staging. Meyerhold's own description of the production's setting
demonstrates a commitment to innovative and appropriate staging, as well as an
awareness of his own achievements.
I produced this play without sets as they are generally understood. The 
entire stage was hung with drapes, ... on the walls of the theatre itself and 
against the back wall of the stage, where 'distant views' are normally 
depicted. We removed all footlights, borders and battens in order to achieve 
a 'grey, smoky, monotone expanse. Grey walls, grey ceiling, grey floor.' 
[Andreev's stage directions] ... By enveloping the stage in grey shadow, 
using a single light source to illuminate one area of i t ... we managed to 
create the impression of actual walls which were invisible because the light 
did not reach them. ... The production demonstrated that the New Theatre 
is not dedicated exclusively to two-dimensional presentation. The majority 
were wrong to assume that our whole system consisted merely in reducing 
settings to a decorative panel with the figures of the actors blending with it 
to form a flat and stylized bas-relief.135
The design practices described here, and the spirit of innovation and
experimentation they reveal, are important contributions to the 'pool' of new ideas
which influenced trends in early twentieth-century America concerning the nature
134 Edward Braun, The Theatre of Meyerhold: Revolution on the Modern Stage (London: Eyre 
Methuen, 1979), 75.
135 Braun, Meyerhold on Theatre, 71-72.
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and possibilities of theatre and theatre practices, particularly in the matters of 
style and design approaches.
In his document "Notes on Music"/"Notes on a Plastic Theatre," Williams 
specifically praised Erwin Piscator, whom he knew and whose staging methods he 
admired, as an experimental practitioner whose theatre made use of plastic 
materials as an integral part of his work. Williams lamented that such exemplars 
were rare "atolls in the ocean of Typewriter Theatre."136 Although Piscator's 
political aims separated him firm ly from Williams' essentially Romantic interest in 
the relationship between the individual and others in society, Piscator's general 
ideas about theatre training and design practices may have encouraged Williams in 
the development of his own ideas. Kramer137 discusses the influence of Piscator on 
the formulation of Williams' notion o f ‘plastic theatre' pointing out that, in spite of 
their differences, Williams "admired the director's staging techniques" and 
benefitted from the "first-hand experience" he gained of Piscator's "innovative 
theories and his 'Epic Theatre' philosophy" when he assisted with a production by 
Piscator of War and Peace.138 Maria Ley-Piscator also claims that the development 
of Williams' theory of'plastic theatre' was strongly influenced by his association 
with Piscator.139
Piscator had arrived in New York in January, 1939 with an established 
international reputation as an innovative director and designer and a political 
theatre theorist. The following year Piscator became the director of the newly 
opened Dramatic workshop of the New School of Social Research. Although
136 Manuscript, “Notes on Music"/”Notes on a Plastic Theatre," HRC. See Appendix C.
137 Kramer, "The Sculptural Drama," 6.
138 Leverich and Spoto also discuss the relationship between Williams and Piscator in their 
biographies of Williams. See Leverich, 346, 435, 439 and 440; and Spoto, 77-78 and 88.
139 Maria Ley-Piscator, The Piscator Experiment (New York: James H. Heinemann, 1967).
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Piscator's emphasis was on training directors, in line with his remarkable work as
director and set designer in Germany, the school's method "was to involve every
student in every aspect of the theatre, over and above his own field of study. It was
particularly important, Piscator argued, that writers should attend the design and
acting classes, that designers should learn directing and acting."140 As well as being
taught by Piscator, Williams enrolled in a series of playwriting seminars which
were taught by John Gassner, whom Williams admired, and who had a higher
opinion of playwrights than Piscator. It was through Gassner's connections that
the Theatre Guild staged the first production of Battle o f Angels, directed by John
O'Shaughnessey. The production was not a success and was frustrating for its
writer, as he expressed in a letter to Audrey Wood:
Saw a stinking rehearsal of my one-act -  Student actors at the School for the 
Feeble-minded! (Malicious remark). Hope no one I know is there unless it 
improves vastly. John wrote a soap-box oration himself and inserted it in 
script to give it a social message. Ah, well -  I guess it isn't a critical 
production, although my first in N. Y.141
Williams' association with Piscator seems to have been rather patchy and, in spite 
of Williams' admiration of the director/designer's innovative staging techniques, 
he considered Piscator's approach "dictatorial," "didactic"142 and "lacking in 
humor."143 Although the two had begun negotiations in January 1942144 for a 
production by Piscator of Williams' Battle of Angels,145 the playwright found it 
impossible to reach agreement with Piscator over the script, and felt sure that "the
140 John Willett, The Theatre of Erwin Piscator: Haifa Century of Politics in the Theatre (London: 
Methuen, 1986), 156.
141 Letter #139 to Audrey Wood, ca. February 7,1940, Selected Letters, Vol. I, 230.
Williams also mentions this rehearsal in his notebook. See entry for Wed, 7th February, 1940 in 
Thornton, Notebooks, 187.
142 Letter #223 to Edwina Dakin Williams, ca. mid-February, 1942, Selected Letters, Vol. I, 373.
143 Letter #232 to Audrey Wood, July 29,1942, Selected Letters, Vol. I, 387.
144 Williams writes hopefully about a Providential "summons to N Y" by Piscator in his Notebook on 
January 12,1942. Thornton, Notebooks, 277.
145 The possibility of this production was announced in the New York Herald Tribune, January 25, 
1942.
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poetic quality of the play"146 would be destroyed if he were to make the kind of
changes that Piscator required to bring the play into line with the director's
political aims. Later in 1942, Williams expressed disapproval of an invitation-only
production, directed by Piscator, of his This Property is Condemned:
1 regret to tell you that without my knowledge the New School decided to 
stage "This Property is Condemned" on their program this evening. I only 
heard of it accidentally - too late to prevent. 1 attended one rehearsal, last 
night, and 1 hope than nobody will see it as it is done with complete lack of 
feeling, against a projection from "War and Peace."147
It is significant that Williams' main artistic objection to the production seems to be
the inappropriateness of the setting of the play; in this case the pragmatic director
used part of the setting for the major production he was then working on with
Williams as assistant. Working with Piscator on the staging of War and Peace,148
gave Williams practical experience of Piscator's methods, which included
narrations and a range of still and moving projections. Piscator claimed to be the
first to use film projections in a live production:
it was about the extension of the action and the clarification of the 
background to the action, that is to say it involved a continuation of the play 
beyond the dramatic framework. ...This automatically led to the use of stage 
techniques from areas which had never been seen in the theater before. ...At 
the Volksbühne I could see what tremendous possibilities the theater 
offered if you had the courage to extend your forms of expression. I had 
broad projections screens erected on either side of the stage. During the 
prologue at the beginning, in which the play was introduced with character 
sketches of the figures who were to appear, photographs of the persons in 
question were projected on the screen. Throughout the play I used the 
screens to connect the separate scenes by projecting linking texts. To my 
knowledge, it was the first time that projections had been used in this way 
in the theater.149
However rocky the road in his relationship with Piscator, the experience was 
undoubtedly one of the influences on Williams' developing idea of'plastic theatre,'
146 Letter #232, Selected Letters, Vol. /, 373.
147 Letter #227 to Audrey Wood, June 2, 1942, Selected Letters, Vol. /, 379.
148 See John Willett, The Theatre of Erwin Piscator: Haifa Century of Politics in the Theatre (London: 
Methuen, 1986), 166; and Kramer, "The Sculptural Drama,” 6.
149 Erwin Piscator, The Political Theatre (New York: Avon, 1929 (1978), 75-76.
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and the use of the screen device, and possibly the narrator,150 in The Glass 
Menagerie is a reflection of this influence.
The strongest connections that can be made between Williams' idea of'plastic 
theatre' and the work of those who influenced him directly or indirectly, are best 
demonstrated through the practical aspects of their work. These connections, such 
as the designs and staging practices of Meyerhold and Piscator, illustrate the 
practical implications and the importance of design to Williams' theory. When 
Williams writes about ‘plastic theatre' or 'sculptural drama' he writes as much 
about the use of'techniques' as he does about ideas. The 'screen device' in The 
Glass Menagerie serves as a particularly appropriate example to demonstrate the 
importance of the use of innovative design techniques to express specific meanings 
that words alone cannot express.
Williams saw the function of the projections and legends (the 'screen device') in 
this way:
The legend or image upon the screen will strengthen the effect of what is 
merely illusion in the writing and allow the primary point to be made more 
simply and lightly than if the entire responsibility were on the spoken 
lines.151
In the "Production Notes” to Menagerie, he also explains that the screen device, 
used so extensively throughout the original and published versions of the play, was 
omitted from the first production - the "acting version of the play."152 Even though 
he wrote that he did not "regret the omission of this device from the present
150 Willett, Theatre of Erwin Piscator, 166. Although this claim may partly be true, as Pisca tor’s War 
and Peace included a character who functioned as commentator (see Kramer, 6), there are many 
possible influences and precedents, including Ancient Greek and Elizabethan theatre practices.
151 Menagerie, TTW, vol 1,132.
152 Menagerie, TTW, vol 1,132.
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Broadway production/'153 it is hard to believe that he was not acutely disappointed
at their deletion, the result of pressure having been exerted by the producer and
others involved in the original production. Lyle Leverich chronicles the events
leading up to the opening of the first production in chapter 28 of his biography of
Williams, revealing the frustrations and impotence of the young playwright faced
with those who resented his “challenging [of] the existing modes and conventions
of a theatre that had atrophied"154 and who were blind to the purpose and power
of his innovations. There is evidence that Williams was aware of the possible
reaction of producers to his work in his note accompanying "The Paper Lantern":
I realized at the outset that I was embarking on something that would make 
the ordinary commercial producers' hair stand on end at the mere thought 
of attempting to stage. This realization is salutary in that it relieves the 
work of any lingering instinct towards conformity and gives the poetic 
imagination a license to work out its own design.155
Geoffrey Borny also gives a brief account of the removal of the images and legends
from the original production and discusses the importance of the screen devices in
his chapter on Tennessee Williams in Classic American Drama. He indicates their
importance by explaining what happens when they are absent:
Far from being an improvement on the play, the omission of the screen 
device has the effect of removing the author's sense of irony about the 
events within the play. Without these images and legends The Glass 
Menagerie becomes enormously sentimental.156
Without the ironising effect of the images and legends157 and the non-realistic
lighting, the play loses its multiplicity of perspectives and the tension created by
153 The production opened at the Chicago Civic Theatre in December 1944 and moved to New York 
in late March 1945.
154 Leverich, Tom, 554.
155 Note accompanying "The Paper Lantern," HRC. See Appendix B. The sentences quoted here have 
been omitted from the almost complete text of the manuscript given in n. 501 in Thornton, 
Notebooks, 306.
156 Geoffrey Borny, Classic American Drama (Sydney: Sydney University Press, 1993), 25.
157 The omission of the legends is discussed again in more detail in Chapter 2 in relation to 
Mielziner’s design for the first production of the play.
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shifting between realities. To take away all this is to remove the play's 
expressionistic quality, and although the characters may still be interesting from 
the viewpoint of psychological realism, their inner lives are no longer externalised.
Cr it ic a l  in v e s t ig a t io n s  o f  W ill iams ' 'plas tic  t h e a t r e '
In the decades since the early 1990s, some scholars have shown interest in 
Williams' notion of'plastic theatre’ and several articles have been published in 
journals and essay collections during this period. I have already made extensive 
use of the most thorough and perceptive of these, Kramer's '"The Sculptural 
Drama': Tennessee Williams's Plastic Theatre," published in 2002. Because 
Kramer's article includes an overview of the surprisingly meager body of work on 
this subject and the way each writer has interpreted the term 'plastic theatre,' only 
the most substantial will be discussed here. I agree with Kramer's assessment that 
most writers do little more than restate the essence of Williams' Menagerie 
"Production Notes" and although there may be some truth in his statement that 
"[t]he scholarship that has focused on Williams' plastic theatre principally 
examines its practical implications,"158 most articles state that there are practical 
implications but do not really examine them. No-one has yet demonstrated these 
practical implications by way of a thorough-going examination of the staging of 
Williams' plays and no-one has applied his ideas directly to design. In his 
"Introduction” to The Cambridge Companion to Tennessee Williams, Matthew C. 
Roudane includes a reference to Williams' idea of'plastic theatre' and his 
experimentation with form:
Williams reinforced his language, moreover, by refining what he termed his 
"plastic theatre": the use of lights, music, sets, and any other forms of 
nonverbal expression that would complement the textual version of the 
play. This willingness to open up his theatre to more than the traditional
158 Kramer, "The Sculptural Drama," 2.
68
form of realism, then the dominant mode of theatrical expression in 
America, allowed Williams to create a lyric drama, a poetic theatre. Stage 
symbol, scenic image, body language were to assume important roles, roles 
accentuating the conflicts that the characters themselves were articulating 
to the audiences through their language.159
Although Roudane assigns non-literary elements an important role, he sees them
essentially as reinforcing and accentuating the spoken text, but Williams' own
words suggest that he saw all the expressive elements of the theatre as “full
partners." Geoffrey Borny's assessment of Williams' aims seems more accurate:
Williams' new theatre was to privilege the 'plastic' arts over and above the 
word. Like Artaud, he invented a theatre that would be a 'poetry of space'. 
Meaning would be transmitted as much through the visual and the aural as 
through the purely verbal.160
The problem is, of course, that Williams was so very good at the written text, at the 
dialogue that the actors speak. He writes his stage directions so well, with the 
novelist's detail and flair for expressing complexity and atmosphere, that it is 
tempting to rely on the words written on the page to fill in the gaps, rather than 
consider the total artistic effect created by the realisation on stage of the whole 
text - literary and non-literary.
In her important and perceptive essay, "Tennessee Williams: The Idea of a 'Plastic 
Form,'" Esther M. Jackson sees The Glass Menagerie as representative of "a new and 
distinctive kind of drama, a form expressive of the realities of life in the world 
taking shape in the final days of World War II." 161 She emphasises the importance 
Williams placed in his 'Production Notes' to Menagerie, on the role of the poetic 
imagination in transforming the truth of reality beyond surface appearance and 
links Williams 'plastic theatre' to Eugene O'Neill's 'supernaturalism.' Focussing,
159 Matthew C. Roudane, introduction to The Cambridge Companion to Tennessee Williams, 3.
160 Borny, Classic American Drama, 23.
161 Esther M. Jackson, "Tennessee Williams: The Idea of a ‘Plastic Form,'" in Critical essays on 
Tennessee Williams, ed. Robert A. Martin (London: G. K. Hall, 1997), 191.
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understandably, on the poetic nature of Williams' work, she examines Williams' 
creation of a language "both verbal and extraverbal" 162 via a "comprehensive 
pattern of experimentation" which "served both to consolidate the theatrical 
vocabulary of the American drama and to refine its spoken language."163 Jackson 
recognises the practical implications of'plastic theatre' and, concentrating on The 
Glass Menagerie, considers the effects of the visual images of particular moments in 
the play as well as briefly analysing Mielziner's set. Jackson sees in Williams' 
subsequent plays a continuing commitment to experimentation and to refining his 
'plastic form', and accordingly she extends her analysis to encompass the whole of 
Williams' career with references to the plays of his mid-career and later plays. 
Jackson's more practical kind of analysis marks an important direction in 
scholarship.
De fi ni ng  'pla st ic  t h e a t r e '
I am convinced that Williams was trying to do something much more than 
underline words with visual and aural devices. He wanted to create something 
more complete than had, in his experience, been achieved before: a total theatrical 
language. His aim was to create a poetic theatre, a stage poetry presented through 
words and images, at once physical and abstract. Perhaps his concern to create a 
script which explicated the way that all aspects of the play production should be 
executed, could be said to reveal an unwillingness to lose control over his creation. 
And there is some truth in such an accusation; throughout his career Williams was 
frustrated and angered by attempts to interfere with or change his scripts 
especially when he believed he was being misunderstood.
162 Jackson, "The Idea of a 'Plastic Form,'" 195.
163 Jackson, "The Idea of a ‘Plastic Form,’" 205.
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By taking this approach, Williams challenged generally accepted ideas about the 
role of the playwright. With the exception of the composer Wagner, the theorists 
and practitioners who contributed to the American theatrical scene of the early 
twentieth century were concerned with the process of translating the playwright's 
script from page to production. In a sense, I have been describing, sketchily, the 
development of the modern concept of a director's theatre which, generally 
speaking, places interpretative power in the hands of the director. The power 
struggle between playwright and director is one of the key phenomena of 
twentieth-century theatre practice.
Williams, however, rejected 'director's theatre' and argued that the playwright- 
creator should have mastery of all aspects of theatre, through the creation of a 
script which addresses the literary and non-literary elements of play production. 
Kramer describes Williams' aims:
Williams wanted all the so-called production elements traditionally added 
by the director and designers to be co-equal aspects of the play and part of 
the playwright's creative process. Instead of merely composing the text of a 
play and then turning it over to a director and his team of theatre artists 
who will add the non-verbal elements that turn a play into a theatrical 
experience, Williams envisioned a theatre which begins with the 
playwrights who create the theatrical experience in the script because they 
are not just composing words, but theatrical images.164
Whereas Edward Gordon Craig argued that a stage director who has mastered the 
tools of stagecraft and interpretation would no longer need the playwright's 
assistance (in the form of stage directions], Williams' ideas imply that a playwright 
with this same mastery, would take back some of the power which custom has 
given over to the director. In spite of his criticism of directors, Williams accepted 
that there must be such a person involved the production of a play. In his 1957
164 Kramer, "The Sculptural Drama,” 4.
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article for Playbill, he reveals himself as an unwilling collaborator aware of the
necessity for the ideas of the playwright to be entrusted into the hands of others:
plays have rarely achieved a full-scale success without being in some 
manner raised above their manuscript level by the brilliant gifts of actors, 
directors, designers and frequently even the seasoned theatrical instincts of 
their producers.165
In the same article, Williams described the necessary stages of a playwright's 
relationship with the theatrical practitioners who have power over the production
of his play. But he cited the instance of the playwright (himself] whose work is so 
individual that “no one but the playwright is capable of discovering the right key 
for it." The solution for such a playwright would be that:
[e]ither he must stage his play himself or he must find one particular 
director who has the very unusual combination of a truly creative 
imagination plus a longing, or even just a true willingness, to devote his 
own gift to the faithful projection of someone else's vision. This is a thing of 
rarity .166
Clearly referring to his artistic relationship with Elia Kazan, director of many of his
works for stage and film, Williams claims to understand why a creative artist
would feel the need to "leave his own special signature on whatever he works on."
But he goes on to make his own stance very clear:
Here we encounter the sadly familiar conflict between playwright and 
director. And just as a playwright must recognize the value of conceptions 
outside his own, a director of serious plays must learn to accept the fact that 
nobody knows a play better than the man who wrote it. The director must 
know that the playwright has already produced this play on the stage of his 
own imagination and just as it is important for a playwright to forget 
certain vanities in the interest of the total creation of the stage, so must the 
director.167
Brenda Murphy gives an analysis of the Playbill article in relation to the "struggle 
for creative hegemony over his plays that Williams was to engage in throughout
165 Tennessee Williams, "Author and Director: A Delicate Situation," in Where I Live (New York: 
Knopf, 1988): 93. This article was originally published in Playbill (September 30, 1957).
166 "Author and Director," 97.
167 "Author and Director," 97.
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his career."168 She examines situations in his career where he felt that a "director, 
designer, actor, or producer step[ped] over the line that violated the playwright's 
creative hegemony:"169 these include Nathan's interference in The Glass Menagerie 
particularly related to the notorious drunk scene; changes made to Cat on a Hot Tin 
Roof at Kazan's behest; and clashes between Williams and Margo Jones over her 
direction of Summer and Smoke.
One of the ways by which Williams sought to maintain creative control over his 
work, is seen in the detail of his scripts. He aimed to write a new kind of play-script 
which expanded the accepted definition. Influenced by his knowledge of film and, 
no doubt, by the comprehensively detailed film-scripts170 that he saw and created 
during his time at MGM in 1943, he aimed to create play-scripts that would act as 
blue-prints for his ideal o f‘plastic theatre.' Other playwrights have included 
precise and detailed stage directions, character and scenic descriptions in their 
scripts. George Bernard Shaw, whose notes and stage directions are occasionally as 
long as the dialogue, is a remarkable example of a playwright keen to control his 
creation. Tennessee Williams' stage directions and notes also attempt do this in 
much the same way. But what makes some of them significantly different is the 
poetic nature of both dialogue and stage directions and the persistent connection 
between the dialogue and the non-verbal elements and the awareness by the 
playwright of their concrete interpretation on stage.
Williams writes specifically about 'plastic theatre' in relation to The Rose Tattoo in 
his journal entry, 'Summer Notes and Some Ain't" wherein he reiterates his
168 Brenda Murphy, "Seeking Direction," 191.
169 Murphy, "Seeking Direction," 191. 
l70See Leverich, Tom, 496.
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contention that a play's literary values are less important than "plastic values." He 
says that
plastic values are those values which are really peculiar to the stage, and 
they are the values which have most concerned me in my recent work such 
as "Rose Tattoo" [sic] and "Camino Real."
He goes on to say that he had felt the importance of the plastic values of the stage
for at least fifteen years, finally believing that he had achieved some degree of
control over them. It is evident, however, that he still felt himself to be not as
clearly understood as he would like:
"Rose Tattoo" had more plastic values than we had time to realize on the 
stage, even with the aid of Boris Aronson's brilliant set. The plastic elements 
were only sketched in, hastily and lightly, and consequently many people 
did not realize that such things as the goat chase, the Strega, the wild play of 
children, the rhythmic ebb and flow of the shouting women, were anything 
but a desperate playwright's effort to distract attention from organic or 
structural weakness in the play. ...I was disappointed that almost no one 
mentioned the plastic richness of the play, and it was for that reason, that 
great visual and mobile dynamism, that the play had excited me so much in 
its writing.171
Williams' own assessment of the play is illuminating to the extent that he gives 
concrete examples of plastic elements and makes clear his view of their 
importance to the meaning of the play. It also reveals his frustration that these 
elements could not be fully realised on stage because of the practicalities involved 
in mounting a production, in addition to the frustration of not being understood 
and appreciated.
As his notes indicate, Williams' concept o f‘plastic theatre' involved more than 
visual elements. In the Menagerie "Production Notes" he devotes a paragraph each 
to lighting and music. Lighting is, of course, vital to the presentation of the 
complete visual experience and, because of its close relationship to set design, will 
be discussed in later chapters. At this point, a brief consideration of the role of
171 "Summer Notes and Some Ain't,” HRC. See Appendix A.
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music in 'plastic theatre’ can serve to illustrate Williams' interest in non-visual
stage elements, as well as the filmic nature of his vision. He discussed the use of
music in the "Notes on Music"/"Notes on a Plastic Theatre" document, declaring
that "[m]usic is of no use in the theatre when it is only music"172 and, therefore,
that music should be just one of the expressive devices of the total event. He seems
to be suggesting something like a totally scored soundscape, similar to the way
music is used in film. He goes on to lament that music is not always used effectively
in film and that it often "becomes a camouflage to the spurious." Piscator had also
recognised the theatrical possibilities of music. In writing about his production Red
Revue of 1924, he stressed the contribution of music to the overall aims of the play:
the musical line had not only to illustrate and provide a background, it had 
also to pursue its one independent and conscious political line: music as a 
positive element in the drama.173
Perhaps influenced by Piscator as well as by Eisenstein, ideas concerning the
importance and function of music in theatre occupied Williams theoretically and
theatrically. In the Menagerie "Production Notes,” he mentions the ability of music
to express two things at the same time: two ideas, two levels of consciousness:
It expresses the surface vivacity of life with the underlying strain of 
immutable and inexpressible sorrow. When you look at a piece of delicately 
spun glass you think of two things: how beautiful it is and how easily it can 
be broken. Both of these ideas should be woven into the recurring tune.174
In addition to the influence of the technical experiments of Piscator, the
importance of film to the development of Williams' ideas and his practices,
particularly in plays such as Menagerie, must be acknowledged. His prefacing notes
to Menagerie make it clear that he was advocating the use of something very like a
film score, including the use of recurring motifs associated with individual
172 “Notes on Music”/”Notes on a Plastic Theatre,” HRC. See Appendix C.
173 Piscator, The Political Theatre, 83.
174 Menagerie, TTW, vol. 1, 133.
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characters. In his "Notes on Music"/"Notes on a Plastic Theatre" manuscript he 
placed great hopes on the role that the cinematic use of music on the stage might 
have in the future theatre: (i)f there is a resurgence of the poetic theatre after this 
Second World War, 175as I hope there will be, the uses of music in the sound film 
should have a very strong and fortunate influence on its development."
Williams' process of developing what he would come to call 'plastic theatre' had
begun by 1937, but it may have been Eisenstein's film Alexander Nevsky which
prompted him to put his thoughts into practice. In his notes to "The Paper
Lantern", the embryonic version of Streetcar, he explains that:
The conception of this play began on my return one evening from seeing 
Sergei Eisenstein's Alexander Nevsky. Its pictorial drama and poetry of 
atmosphere, a curiously powerful blend of passion and restraint, an almost 
sculpturing quality, had excited me very deeply and made me wonder if it 
were not possible to achieve something analogous to this in a poetic drama 
for the stage. The film ... was immeasurably enhanced by a complete 
musical score by Prokofief, which combined with picture and action so 
perfectly ...The influence of modern music and surreal art, both present in 
this film masterpiece, could be used as powerfully in poetic stage play. The 
passionate restraint, the sculptural effect noted in the film, became the 
artistic tone of this play as I began to conceive it.176
He resolved to find a way to create a synthesis of all the elements available to the
stage as Eisenstein had done with filmic elements. He had been particularly struck
with the employment of music in perfect relationship to picture and action. He
wrote in his "Notes on Music"/"Notes on a Plastic Theatre" manuscript that "[t]he
adaptation of modern sound-film techniques to a new Post-war Theatre would be
certainly one of the vitality-building transfusions that this theatre of our hopes and
dreams will require."177 His resolution found its first major expression in The Glass
Menagerie, where all the "extra-literary" tools of the stage are brought together in
17:1 "Notes on Music"/"Notes on a Plastic Theatre,” HRC. See Appendix C.
176 Manuscript, Note accompanying "The Paper Lantern,” Box 34, Folder 6, HRC, 1943; Thornton, 
Notebooks, 306; Bigsby, Twentieth-Century American Drama, 56. Also see Appendix B.
177 Williams, manuscript, “Notes on Music’7”Notes on a Plastic Theatre,” HRC. See Appendix C.
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the service of creating a unified theatrical voice. Music is used as the signifier of the 
central unifying theme of the play -  memory. In the opening scene the present-day 
character of Tom, a thinly veiled theatricalisation of the playwright Tom Williams 
introduces us to the setting of the play, the 1930s. And then the stage directions 
indicate a music cue, followed by:
The play is memory.
Being a memory play, it is dimly lit, it is sentimental, it is not realistic.
In memory everything seems to happen to music. That explains the fiddle in 
the wings.
I am the narrator of the play and also a character in it.178 
And in this way a character in the present with no fourth wall to divide him from 
the audience, speaks directly to them, summoning music to help him take the 
audience back to the 1930s when the action takes place, while actually bringing 
their attention to the theatrical techniques he is using to do so. This synthesis of 
language, style and techniques, at least in part illustrates the idea of'plastic 
theatre' as Williams envisaged it.
Williams' 'plastic theatre' was prompted by a profound dissatisfaction with the 
chiefly realistic conventional theatrical forms prevalent at the time, forms which he 
considered inadequate to express his theatrical voice. It was spurred on by a 
discomfort with the dominance of words in a theatre which failed to exploit the 
expressivity of the non-verbal elements available to the stage. Influenced by the 
accumulation of the work of a number of pre-war European theorists and 
practitioners and a series of non-realistic movements and practices, as previously 
discussed, Williams argued for experimental and innovative theatre practices, 
envisaging a theatre in which all the elements of the stage would be equal partners 
in expressing the playwright's vision. Kitchin describes the typical overall effect:
178 Menagerie, TTW, vol. 1, 235
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The stage is alive in the sense that something vigorously expressive is 
always going on somewhere, if not on the cyclorama, then in the dialogue, 
and if not there, perhaps in some prop like Blanche's paper lantern or in a 
snatch of a song.179
Williams' insistence on the importance of the non-verbal elements had strong
practical implications for design and for designers. He himself recognised the
implications for set design very early in the development of his ideas, as is evident
in his journal entry dated March 29,1942:
This method of mise-en-scene will also influence the design of the sets. A 
sculptural effect will also be [?] present in this. Simplicity and restraint, the 
use of one line where many were used before. A pillar to represent a 
building, a tree for an orchard, a chandelier for a drawing room, five steps 
terminating in nothing for a flight of stairs. Exteriors and interiors will be 
mixed in surreal but functional freedom. A play of many scenes can be 
performed on one set and the whole set, lighted, will still have a beauteous 
[?] unity and purity of impression.180
This much we can determine from Williams' writings and from the interpretations 
of critics and scholars. Williams' theory, incomplete and unclearly articulated as it 
is in his writings, provides the underpinnings for a practice that in itself articulates 
and tests the theory. Only through an examination and analysis of the staging 
practices of those who have produced Williams' plays can we come to a closer 
understanding of his idea of'plastic theatre'. In the next two chapters I consider 
the work of the designer as interpreter of Williams' theory and practical vision, 
placing these works in the context of the history of American scenic design. In 
chapter 2 ,1 explore the work of the first designers of Williams' plays, focussing 
initially on the work of Jo Mielziner who remains the chief visual interpreter of 
Williams' 'plastic theatre.'
179 Laurence Kitchin, Mid-Century Drama (London: Faber and Faber, 1960), 64.
180 Manuscript, Journal entries, HRC. The handwritten entries are sometimes difficult to read, but I have 
transcribed them as faithfully as possible. See Appendix E for transcript.
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'Plastic theatre' demonstrates recognition of the materiality - the visuality and 
aurality - of the stage and of the importance of these in theatrical expressivity. His 
ideas about theatre were firmly based on its theatricality rather than on the 
production of a text. Although his ideas were not particularly original, he may well 
have been the first playwright to espouse them in such a committed way. Williams' 
aim was to harness the material aspects of theatre production to create a three- 
dimensional, visual poetry which would assault all the senses as well as the 
emotions and intellect. The real significance of Williams' ideas rests, not in their 
originality, but in their application.
CHAPTER TWO: The Designer as Interpreter, Part I: the Early 
Designers
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In chapters 2 and 3 ,1 consider the direct application of Williams' idea of'plastic 
theatre' to scenic design. Beginning in chapter 2 with the work of early Williams 
designers, jo Mielziner, Boris Aronson and Lemuel Ayres, and progressing in 
chapter 3 to the work of later designers, I explore the way designers have 
interpreted the plays and ideas of Tennessee Williams by examining the settings 
they created for productions of his plays. I place these designs in the general 
context of the history of American scenic design in order to create a time-line of 
scenic interpretation of Williams' plays. Most importantly, I specifically look at the 
designs in the light of Williams' idea of'plastic theatre' and his experimentation 
with the non-literary elements of play production.
Chapter 2 is organised in two parts. In the first, I present an overview of the history 
of American scenic design up to the 1940s so as to establish the context in which 
Williams developed his idea of'plastic theatre', and to determine the background 
of the designers who sought to express Williams ideas in their designs. In the 
second part, I examine designs selected from productions of the period from the 
first successful plays up to Cat on a Hot Tin Roof of 1955, specific plays chosen 
because these established his reputation on Broadway and are the basis for his 
reputation as a leading playwright, and, more importantly, because their designs 
were the work of acclaimed designers whose work contributed to Williams' 
success and to the practice of scenic design in mainstream American theatre. I 
focus on selected works that most clearly exemplify Williams' notion of'plastic 
theatre' in practice and on works which he designated as having 'plastic values.'
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The set designers of Williams' first successful plays were mainstream, well- 
respected, influential designers who were at the forefront of innovative design 
practices, a fact which contributed to Williams' association with the mainstream of 
American theatre. Leading designer, Jo Mielziner [1901-1976] designed the first 
productions of nine of Williams' major plays, in a very physical sense creating the 
'look' associated with the public perception of Williams' plays. When Mielziner 
agreed to design set and lighting for The Glass Menagerie - a new play by a virtually 
unknown playwright - he had twenty years of experience and a fine reputation as 
an imaginative set designer. He had been an apprentice of Robert Edmond jones, 
providing a direct link to the fertile period of the twenties during which influences 
from Europe began to be seen in American set design practices. The legacy of the 
early Williams designers is demonstrated by the work of later designers such as 
Ming Cho Lee, Santo Loquasto, John Lee Beatty and Loy Arcenas whose designs will 
be discussed in chapter 3. Indeed, the work of these designers demonstrates a 
continuum of design ideas and practices from 1915 almost to the present.
PART 1: DEVELOPMENTS IN AMERICAN SET DESIGN BEFORE 1940
Tennessee Williams' ideas about theatre developed, as has been established in 
chapter I, as a reaction to what he saw as “the exhausted theatre of realistic 
conventions“181 of the late 1930s and 1940s. Because of its isolation and its history, 
America was slow to respond to new ideas about theatre and, specifically, theatre 
design, and in spite of the advances made by American New Stagecraft designers of 
the twenties, the dominance of the realistic theatre persevered and, indeed, 
strengthened during the war years. In order to understand the nature of late 1930s
181 Menagerie, TTW, vol. 1, 131.
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American theatre practice, as Williams perceived it, we need to consider briefly the 
history of American scenic design from its beginning.
From these beginnings, American scenic practices were influenced by European 
conventions and traditions. Perhaps due to its Puritan heritage, theatre was slow 
to develop in America and by the 1780s such theatres as there were, made use of 
imported scenery, usually from London. During the nineteenth century, however, 
the American theatre developed as an art and as a business, operating in 
proscenium arch theatres with wing and border staging and perspective scenery, 
overseen by actor-managers who employed companies consisting of actors and at 
least one scenic artist. Until the end of the nineteenth century, scene changes in 
most American theatres were accomplished using the wing and groove system. 
Forerunner of the stage designer, the scenic artist was primarily an illusionistic 
painter with skills essential to create painted backdrops and wing scenes.
From the end of the eighteenth century, scene painters emigrating from Europe 
acted as conduits of contemporary painting techniques and scenic conventions.182 
Perhaps the only real advance in 'American' scenic design was the development 
throughout the century of a degree of Americanisation of scene back-drops and 
wings. This occurred as American scenic artists adapted nineteenth-century 
picturesque themes, composition and painting styles to the American physical and 
cultural landscape. By the mid nineteenth century, local subject matter had 
usurped the domination of European style scenery, and staging innovations were 
employed which flattened the raked stage and provided alternatives to the wing 
and groove system. Antiquarianism, particularly as practised by Charles Kean in
182 See Susan Crabtree and Peter Beudert, Scenic Art for the Theatre: History, Tools and Techniques 
(Amsterdam, Focal Press, 2005), 407.
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his Shakespeare productions, influenced American settings which "were laden 
with mundane articles of everyday life."183 Although much admired at the time, the 
relationship of Antiquarianism to the development of realism is often seen in a 
negative light, as "the beginning of a trend to encumber the stage with 'the real 
thing’."184 From mid-century, the influence of the box set, introduced in London in 
1832,185 became evident, providing an alternative way of using stage space. These 
events, in association with the popularity since the 1820s of the topographically 
accurate diorama and the growing interest in domestic melodrama, contributed to 
the development of realism in America.
The development of theatre as a popular and lucrative enterprise increased the
need for scenic painters; this in itself partly accounts for the unevenness in the
quality of American scenic work noted by many analysts. The following from
Crabtree and Beudert illustrates an often expressed opinion:
In America, the scenic artist of the 19th century never achieved the fame 
that their British, Italian and French counterparts had in Europe. 
Production values were lower in America than in Europe, with the 
exception of a few remarkable producers... Theatre buildings were 
generally less elaborate in America than in Europe... Scenic art was 
practiced by a number of talented individuals across the country, but for 
every good painter, there were several mediocre ones...186
In 1894, scenic artist Richard Marston summarised his view of the state of scenic 
design in his article "Art and the Theatre: The Decline of Scenic Art in America,"187 
arguing that there had been a failure to recognise the importance of the scenic
183 Orville K. Larson, Scene Design in the American Theatre from 1915 to 1960 (Fayetteville and 
London The University of Arkansas Press, 1989), 21.
184 Larson, Scene Design in the American Theatre, 21.
185 The ‘idea’ of a box set has been traced back to the seventeenth-century designer Fabrizio Carini Motta. 
It seems to have appeared in several European countries during the early nineteenth century. For a useful 
summary of this issue see Oscar G. Brockett, Margaret Mitchell and Linda Hardberger, Making the 
Scene: A History of Stage Design and Technology in Europe and the United States (San Antonio, Texas: 
Tobin Theatre Arts Fund, 2010), 175-6.
186 Crabtree and Beudert, Scenic Art for the Theatre, 409-410.
187 Richard Marston, "Art in the Theatre: the Decline of Scenic Art in America,” The Magazine of Art 
17 (1894): 165-168.
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artist in America. Comparing the state of stage design in America with the situation 
in Europe, he identified a considerable gap in attitude and quality because “far 
greater importance is attached in older countries to the artistic completeness of a 
play." 188 This artistic problem is precisely that which Tennessee Williams sought to 
solve with his idea of'plastic theatre'. Marston criticised the “commercial spirit of 
managers" whose “money-getting" policies had resulted in the establishment of 
scenic studios which he termed "scenery factories" where stock scenery could be 
produced quickly and cheaply, undercutting "the genuine artist" whose work was 
time-consuming and requiring of dearly-acquired skill. Marston acknowledged a 
debt to Henry Irving and other European, especially English, practitioners whose 
positive influence and excellent scenic practices, he hoped, might generate a 
change in direction as “[a]t present the pathway is all downhill."189
Marston's article alerts us to the nature and problems of American scenic design at 
the turn of the twentieth century. Even though there had been some variations to 
the nineteenth-century wing and backdrop of the proscenium arch theatre, the 
scene painter remained the key creator of stage settings. Scenic designers 
continued to fill a subservient role in theatre production which was, according to 
Mary Henderson, dominated by:
the forceful presence of the manager in the last decades of the nineteenth 
century... His job, after all, was to provide backgrounds for plays, musicals 
and melodramas - not to use his art for comment or to advance or enhance 
a message.190
But, as Marston suggests, by the end of the century, the independent artist was 
overcome by the commercial power of the scenic studios. Even though many
188 Marston, "Art in the Theatre," 165.
189 Marston, "Art in the Theatre," 168.
190 Mary C. Henderson, Theater in America: 250 Years of Plays, Players and Productions, updated 
version (New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1996), 198.
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studios were attached to the larger theatre companies, and some were headed by 
respected, trained scenic artists, Marston, at least, felt their work to be limited and 
inferior. To cite one successful and respected example, the Armbruster Scenic 
Studio was set up by German scene painter Mathias Armbruster in 1875 to become 
“one of the largest manufacturers of stock scenery in the country" and which 
continued under the management of Armbruster's sons until 1958.191
In spite of Marston's disparagement, the scenic studio tradition endured, allowing 
the profession to meet the growing demand for scenery and, as Crabtree and 
Beudert suggest, helping to raise the general profile of the scenic artist. Further, 
the collective power of the scenic studios allowed scenic artists to develop the 
strength that enabled them to unionise, so that the United Scenic Artists 
Association was formed in 1912 to regulate and protect their working 
conditions.192
Evidence of the transition of scenic painter to scenic or stage designer, can be seen 
in the views expressed by Edward G. Unitt and Homer Emens,193 in an interview 
with May Gay Humphreys in 1908. Both commented on the excellence of Irving's 
scenery and the poor quality of American scenic artists' work, particularly as a 
result of the time pressures placed upon them. Unitt spoke of the subservience of 
artistry to practicality, the incongruity of the juxtaposition of real with painted 
stage elements and the over intense brightness of electric light as opposed to 
gaslight.194 Both lamented the fact that the scene painter had no access to the 
script and could not follow up on his work. Unitt's suggestion that “the stage
191 Mary C. Henderson, Theater in America, 200.
192 This was a reconfiguration of the Alliance of Scene Painters formed in 1896.
193 May Gay Humphreys, 1908. "Stage Scenery and the Men Who Paint it," Theatre Magazine 16 
(August 1908), 204-228.
194 Humphreys, "Stage Scenery," 203.
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manager, author and scenic painter get together and consult. That, at least, is the 
way they must do it for the best results"195 seems, given hindsight, so obvious, and 
of course is now assumed practice.
By the final decade of the nineteenth century the trend towards realism had 
accelerated due to the growing popularity of interior domestic dramas and the fact 
that the flattened stage cleared of its grooves allowed the new freestanding flats to 
be placed anywhere on the stage.
At the beginning of the twentieth century, the merits of stage realism were being 
energetically championed by David Belasco, "the self-appointed monarch of 
realism."196 Although not strictly speaking a set designer, Belasco seems to have 
had an iron control over the work of the designers -  "my scenic artist[s]"197 -  
whom he employed. In his 1919 publication, The Theatre Through Its Stage Door, 
he explained his minutely detailed approach to directing a play, describing a 
process in which he presented the scenic designer with an exhaustive package of 
details and continued to monitor every stage of his work,198 insisting that "not a 
single flaw must be left undetected."199 He was painstaking in his description of the 
minutiae of set, lighting and costume, proudly -  and probably accurately -  
announcing that "[n]o other worker in the American theatre has given so much 
time and energy to perfecting them as I."200 And indeed, it is for realistic detail that 
he is remembered, and denounced as having "led the theatre into a hopeless dead
195 Humphreys, "Stage Scenery," 203.
196 Donald Oenslager, "U. S. Stage Design -  Past and Present," in Contemporary Stage Design U.S.A., 
eds. Elizabeth B. Burdick et al. (Middletown, Connecticut: International Theatre Institute of the 
United States, 1974), 11.
197 David Belasco, Theatre Through Its Stage Door, ed. Louis V. Defoe (New York and London: 
Harper & Brothers Publishers, 1919), 53.
198 For a discussion of designer Ernest Gros’ perception of Belasco's process, see Henderson, 
Theater in America, 203.
199 Belasco, Theatre Through Its Stage Door, 194.
200 Belasco, Theatre Through Its Stage Door, 195.
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end of false realism."201 The term Belascoism is still used to comment, usually
disparagingly, on theatrical productions which place a heavy artistic focus on
external reality.202 In his book, Designing for the Theatre, Jo Mielziner recalled that
in Belasco's production of The Governor's Lady in 1912, the real flapjacks cooked in
the highly realistic Childs' Restaurant set could be smelt by the audience:
I felt that this kind of stunt had nothing to do with the house of illusion that 
is theatre. And, unfortunately, long after Childs' disappeared from the stage 
its smell, now stale, lingered on!203
In Europe, the domination of realism was challenged by the influence of Appia and, 
especially, Craig and their opposition not only to the physical excesses of realism 
but to its fundamental theatrical aim of feigning reality. The three major effects of 
the ideas of Appia and Craig can be summarised as the removal of the clutter of 
realism from the stage; the development of the twentieth-century idea of the 
nature and role of the director; and the development of the idea of the unified 
stage production as an extension of the ideas of the playwright. Sheldon Cheney 
was one of the first to champion the ideas of Craig in America, linking them with 
"the movement that is vital to the theatre of tomorrow."204 This movement, the 
international stagecraft movement known as the New Stagecraft found its most 
powerful expression in America in the work of Joseph Urban, Robert Edmond 
Jones, Norman Bel Geddes and Lee Simonson. The work of these designers 
demonstrated that the influences from European movements, writers, 
practitioners and theorists had finally filtered through to an American theatrical 
scene notorious for lagging behind international ideas and trends.
201 Oenslager, "U. S. Stage Design,” 11.
202 For a more positive analysis of Belasco’s work see Lise-Lone Marker, David Belasco: Naturalism 
in the American Theatre (Princeton and London: Princeton University Press, 1975).
203 Jo Mielziner, Designing For the Theatre: A Memoir and a Portfolio (New York: Bramhall House, 
1965), 20.
204 Sheldon Cheney, "Gordon Craig’s Service to the Theatre,” Theatre Magazine XIX, (September 
1914): 120-121.
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Wendell Cole205 identified four events in American theatre in 1911 which 
profoundly influenced American set design and which ensured the inevitability of 
the changes which followed them. He nominated Maude Adams' production of 
Chanticler, designed by John W. Alexander in which impressionistic scenery was 
introduced into America; the visit of the Russian Ballet (also in 1913 and 1916) 
which brought the "violent colors and exotic designs" of Leon Bakst before the 
American public; Joseph Urban's settings for performance at the Boston Opera 
House which introduced the 'pointillage' or spatter method of painting scenery; 
and the simple settings and lighting of the Irish Players in New York.
In 1912, Max Reinhardt's work was first seen in America by way of the imported 
production of Sumurun, becoming "the first production in the style of the "New 
Stagecraft" to receive nation-wide publicity by introducing scenery in the new 
German manner"206 to American audiences as well as demonstrating "what could 
be achieved when one mind and vision conceived the total theatrical work."207 
The event which is usually cited as marking the introduction of the New Stagecraft 
to Broadway was the abstract setting for The Man Who Married a Dumb Wife, 1915, 
by Robert Edmond Jones, "generally considered to be the father of modern 
American design"208 and the leading and most influential set designer of 1920s 
America. Together with others such as Joseph Urban, Lee Simonson and Norman 
Bel Geddes, Jones established the American New Stagecraft which stood "against
205 Wendell Cole, "Notes For Technicians," Educational Theatre Journal, 3, no. 4. (December 1951]: 
350, accessed April 5, 2012, www.istor.org/stable/3203799.
206 Cole, "Notes for Technicians," 350.
207 Mary C. Henderson, Mielziner: Master of Modern Stage Design (New York: Watson-Guptill, 2001), 
21 .
208 Arnold Aronson, "Postmodern Design," Theatre Journal 43, no. 1. (March 1991): 4, accessed 
October 20, 2007, http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=0192- 
2882%28199103%2943%3A1%3C1%3APD%3E2.0.CQ%3B2-0.
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the theatre's traditional realism"209 and sought to find new ways, other than by 
"relentless realism,"210 to express the heart of a play in scenic language.211
With the work of jones (Robert Edmond), Joseph Urban, Lee Simonson, and
Norman Bel Geddes, the first generation of American scene designers was
established in the American theatre.212
Part of the legacy of the New Stagecraft in America was to separate the stage 
designer from the scenic artist, establishing the designer as a new artist in his/her 
own right and initiating the defining of a new role which was to develop from the 
decades of the 1920s onwards.213 The work of the new designers was so influential 
that Wendell Cole claimed that it led to a short-lived prominence that "threatened 
to dominate theatrical production at the expense of the playwright, the actor and 
the director."214 The movement was also supported and promoted by a series of 
stage design exhibitions and by writers who recorded its ideas, designs and 
practices. These writers particularly included: Sheldon Cheney the "self- 
proclaimed high priest of the new American stagecraft movement"215 and editor of 
Theatre Arts Magazine; Kenneth Macgowan the associate editor of the same journal 
and significant drama critic and theorist, whose works continue to be basic reading 
for students of scenic design; and Robert Edmond Jones. They spoke against 
realistic theatre with its focus on artificial external details, and in favour of a 
psychological realism which would illuminate the depths of the human mind which 
the work of Freud and Jung had made available as a subject for exploration. In The
209 Donald Oenslager, Stage Design: Four Centuries of Scenic Invention (London: Thames and 
Hudson, 1975), 234.
210 Henderson, Mielziner, 21.
211 They presented an exhibition of their sketches and models of proposed production designs at 
the Bourgeois Galleries in April, 1919. Later, in December 1919, Boris Aronson exhibited a series of 
lighted models and sketches at the Anderson Galleries.
212 Wendell Cole, "A Chronicle of Recent American Scene design," Educational Theatre Journal, 8 , no. 
4. (December 1956): 284, accessed August 27, 2007, http://www.istor.org/sici?=0013- 
1989%28195612%3A4%3C283%3AACORAS%3E2.Q.CO%3B2-8.
213 See Larson, Scene Design in the American Theatre, chapters 4 and 5.
214 Cole, "Recent American Scene design," 284.
215 Larson, Scene Design in the American Theatre, 52.
Theatre of Tomorrow, Macgowan established the connection between the New 
Stagecraft and the ideas of Appia and Craig and others. He denounced the 
incongruity that occurred when actor's body is placed next to perspective scenery, 
and pointed out the inconsistencies that resulted from the kind of realism that had 
dominated the American stage:
So the upshot of the realistic effort is further to emphasize the unreality of 
the whole attempt, setting, play and ah. So I submit that realism defeats the 
very thing to which it aspires."216
He went on to state:
For a positive purpose the new stagecraft sets itself to visualize the 
atmosphere of a play. Its artists aim to make, in the settings called for by the 
text, an emotional envelope appropriate to the dramatic mood of the 
author, a visualization in color, line and light of the dominant emotions to 
be pictured by the actions.217
He praised the move toward abstraction that he detected in recent American work
and identified the methods of the New Stagecraft as simplification, suggestion and
synthesis,218 with an emphasis on the last:
Finally, the dominant quality in modern stage production is synthesis. For 
modern stage art, in spite of all the easel artists who may care to practice 
[sic] the painting of backdrops and let it go at that, is a complex and 
rhythmic fusion of setting, lights, actors and play.219
In the years that followed, World War II was to bring about many changes in
society and in the theatre, but the ideas and design practices of the New Stagecraft
created a legacy for those few designers, among them Jo Mielziner, who recognised
its achievements. Playwrights such as Eugene O'Neill and, later, Tennessee
Williams and Arthur Miller were all to be profoundly influenced in their writing by
this fertile era of scenic design and the possibilities its designers had
demonstrated.
89
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217 Macgowan, The Theatre of Tomorrow, 20.
218 Macgowan, The Theatre of Tomorrow, 21.
219 Macgowan, The Theatre of Tomorrow, 23.
90
PART 2: THE FIRST DESIGNERS OF WILLIAMS PLAYS
In this section, I examine the set designs created for Williams' early plays by 
leading designers Jo Mielziner, Boris Aronson and Lemuel Ayres. Because of the 
important and long-term relationship between Mielziner and Williams' plays, more 
emphasis is placed on his work than on the designs of others who designed one or 
two plays only and whose impact is thereby not as strong. Particular emphasis is 
placed on the designing of Menagerie because it is the play through which Williams 
chose to launch his idea of'plastic theatre.'
Jo Mie l z in e r  a n d  Th e  Gl a s s  Me n ag er ie
Jo Mielziner, perhaps the most influential of American stage designers, is also
important as a link between the first and second generations of professional
American designers. So significant is his influence as a designer that it has been
claimed that "the changes in his designs over a period of forty years perhaps best
summarize the development of American scenic design from the 1920s to the
1960s."220 At the age of fourteen, Mielziner had been impressed by Jones' design
for The Man Who Married a Dumb Wife on Broadway in 1915:
Up to this time, designs for the American stage had been rather literal 
attempts at realism, some of them skillful, others plain, tawdry, and 
uninteresting. Here, for the first time, was the work of an imaginative artist. 
... Relationships between line, color, form, and costumes were beautifully 
balanced. Even in this, his first production for Broadway, Jones revealed his 
extraordinary ability to omit nonessentials and thus give greater authority 
to what was left.221
Mielziner had worked with Urban, Jones and Simonson and had designed for the 
Theatre Guild from 1924, continuing to work as part of the New Stagecraft 
movement throughout the next decade in which scenic design in America is said to
220 Brockett, Mitchell and Hardberger, Making the Scene, 266.
221 Jo Mielziner, Designing For the Theatre, 5.
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have come of age. Mielziner designed sets, lights and costumes and was, according 
to Larson, “one of the most complete theatre artists this country has ever 
produced,"222 this completeness making him an ideal designer to interpret 
Williams' 'plastic theatre'.
In 1942, Williams had written that his dream of a new kind of'sculptural drama'
would have to be suspended until after the war223 as the typical theatrical fare in
New York at the time offered nothing new and seemed to be marking time:
His problem was that the Broadway theatre, always a m irror of the 
changing times, was presently occupied with a mixed bag of escapist fare 
tempered by one or two propaganda plays. At the Theatre Guild, Langner 
and Helburn were staging comedies, revivals, and imported vehicles, 
preferring these to the work of new playwrights.224
This may seem surprising in the light of the developments in stage design during
the 20s and 30s outlined in this chapter, but by 1940 the New Stagecraft “as an
artistic force in the American theatre, was quickly coming to an end."225 The
Depression had taken its toll, designers were still poorly paid, several designers
had retired, and, ultimately, psychological, intellectual drama was not as
commercially successful as the more easily digestible form of realism. By 1944,
however, at the time The Glass Menagerie was about to be staged, the theatre scene
had begun to change: “ [a] new mood pervaded both theatre and film as the country
approached the postwar epoch."226
Having returned from military service,227 Mielziner "was looking to break new 
ground in the postwar theatre"228 and saw in The Glass Menagerie a new type of
222 Larson, Scene Design in the American Theatre, 141.
223 Manuscript, Journal entry, HRC. See Appendix E.
224 Leverich, Tom, 446.
225 Larson, Scene Design in the American Theatre, 129.
226 Leverich, Tom, 544.
227 Mielziner had worked as a camouflage artist during the war.
92
theatre, a vehicle that provided the kind of challenge he sought. In his book, 
Designing for the Theatre, he acknowledged the importance he placed on Williams' 
set design notes, helping him understand the playwright's intention. He explained 
that his own aim in using translucent scenery in the set for Williams' ‘memory play' 
was to create a "true reflection of the playwright's interest in - and at times 
obsession with -  the exploration of the inner man."229
Even given these aims, Mielziner chose to exclude some of the devices and 
innovations in set design and lighting Williams described in his original text and in 
his published script.230 Geoffrey Borny has discussed the reduction of the play to 
sentimentality as a result of the removal of the screen device which Williams had 
planned to use to display images and legends.231 Williams wrote to his agent 
Audrey Wood in September of 1944 indicating that he was satisfied with his 
achievement.
I am having "The Glass Menagerie" (formerly The Gentleman Caller) typed 
up here right away and will send you a copy. It has some interesting new 
techniques and all in all 1 am not displeased with the out-come. That is, 
when I consider the terrible, impulsive struggle it was to do the thing and 
what a frightful, sentimental mess it might well have been, and was at some 
stages.232
Williams was confident that his work had been rescued from a potential 
"sentimental mess" by having these techniques -  particularly the screen device -
228 Leverich, Tom, 557.
229 Mielziner, Designing for the Theatre, 124.
230 The problems Williams encountered with production management over the staging of the play 
have been mentioned briefly in Chapter 1 of this thesis. Leverich gives a detailed account of the 
frustrating process in Chapter 28 of his biography, Tom the Unknown Tennessee Williams.
231 Borny, Classic American Drama, 24-25. Borny directed a production of The Glass Menagerie for 
the Papermoon theatre company in the Arts Centre of The Australian National University in 1994 in 
which he and the set designer, Ian Sharpe and I as costume designer paid meticulous attention to 
Williams’ stage descriptions, directions and notes. This production helped to clarify the effect 
created by the screen and other lighting effects. This is discussed further in Chapter 3 of this thesis. 
For a discussion of a previous production by Borny at the University of New England, see Harold 
Bloom, ed., Modern Critical Interpretations: Tennessee Williams The Glass Menagerie, (New York: 
Chelsea House, 1988), 101-117.
232 Letter #313 to Audrey Wood, September, 1944 Selected Letters Vol. I, 532.
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functioning ironically to comment on or even work against the action on stage.
Even though, in the published version of the play, he claimed that, "I do not regret
the omission of this device from the present Broadway production,"233 one
seriously wonders how he could have accepted the inevitable sentimentality
resulting from the removal of his "interesting new techniques" for the first
production.234 He must have been disappointed at management's failure to
recognise the complete interconnectedness of all aspects of the play's script,
especially since he had been developing and writing about his new kind of theatre
for several years. That such a misreading of his play and general lack of recognition
of his ‘plastic theatre' persisted in future productions must have been a continual
disappointment.235 Thomas L. King claims that:
The Glass Menagerie, although it has achieved a firmly established position 
in the canon of American play, is often distorted, if not misunderstood, by 
readers, directors and audiences.236
In January 1945, however, the taste of success must have been sweet enough, as
Williams wrote to Jo Mielziner a few days after the successful opening of the play.
I guess you know by now that your lighting job is the first thing on every 
one's tongue in connection with this show. It is nothing less than 
sensational -  and ... is inestimably and very integrally a part of the play.237
Although he does not praise the set design, he certainly appreciated the lighting
being an integral part of the performance, congruent with his idea of'plastic
theatre'. Perhaps he was grateful that, in spite of the removal of the screen, the
designer understood what Williams was trying to do and had, as far as possible,
233 The Glass Menagerie, TTW, vol 1,132.
234 The production opened at the Civic Theatre in Chicago on 26th December, 1944 and moved to the 
Playhouse Theatre in New York City on March 31,1945.
235 See discussion in Chapter 1 above.
236 Thomas L. King, 1973. "Irony and Distance in The Glass Menagerie,” Educational Theater Journal 
25 (May 1973), 207, accessed April 22, 2012, http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=0013- 
1989%28197305%2929%3A2%3C207%3AIADI%22G%3E2.0.CO%3B2-R.
237 Letter #319 to Jo Mielziner, ca. January 11,1945, Selected Letters,Vol. I, 542.
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genuinely engaged with the playwright's aims. Mary Henderson writes of the
understanding between designer and playwright as being
almost mystical. Williams's play had the kind of lyric spirituality that exactly 
suited Jo's genius; the plays lent themselves to the subtractions in scenery 
that Jo felt were needed in contemporary theatre. What Jo most disliked 
were plays of relentless realism, for which he had to create relentlessly 
realistic sets. He felt that the stage designer in every case always lost to the 
movies, in which realism was easily achievable ... Jo was happiest with 
compressions and abstraction. He wanted to "design with an eraser" (his 
favourite aphorism) ... In The Glass Menagerie ... he had not only found such 
a play but a far better one than he had ever encountered in his career.238
Mielziner's achievement had been made in spite of practical difficulties including a
tight budget and a brief production process. Leverich describes the "meddling and
penny-pinching" behaviour of producer Louis Singer, a banker with little theatre
knowledge, and his "constant nagging over negligible economies.”239 So short was
the production time-frame that Mielziner and the crew finished only three hours
before the preview performance.240 Even so, the company manager, Alex Yokel,
wrote to friend and critic Ashton Stevens, claiming that Mielziner had achieved:
the lighting job of his luminous life. Jo doped out an electrical scheme that is 
tremendous because I can't think of a bigger word. Where an ordinary show 
has one switchboard, Jo has seven. He has 57 sets of lines hanging from the 
fly gallery, 150 feet up, and is using every line to hang the electrical 
equipment.241
Mary Henderson concluded that the New York reception of The Glass Menagerie
astonished its creators - Williams uses the word "startling" in his Memoirs242 - and
helped the careers of all involved: the writer, management, actors and designer:
For Jo, it demonstrated how lighting can do more than illuminate the stage, 
it can also illuminate the meaning of the play. Without turntables, platform
238 Henderson, Mielziner, 142.
239 Leverich, Tom, 557-8. The cost of the scenery was kept to $4,200. Mielziner had been disgusted 
when, to save money, no costume designer had been hired so that the costumes, so important to the 
characters, had to be bought from a department store. Williams, Margo Jones and the Stage 
Manager were forced to scrounge for props and furniture from second-hand stores.
240 Leverich, Tom, 558
241 Letter from Alex Yokel to Ashton Stevens, in Leverich, Tom, 558.
242 Memoirs, 85.
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stages, or any other complicated equipment, he designed exactly the kind of 
scenery and lighting that was necessary for the play.243
Leaving aside the fact that, even in America, the expressive qualities of lighting had
been acknowledged for a long time before this, Henderson's comment underlines
the appropriateness of the design to the play as well as the essential interpretative
function of design in general. The connection she makes between lighting and "the
meaning of the play" is in effect a statement of one of the basic principles of
Williams' 'plastic theatre.'
In the opening moments of The Glass Menagerie, Tom -  an embodiment of Tom 
Williams, the playwright Tennessee Williams - stands in the present outside "the 
dark, grim rear wall" 244 of his family's tenement as it exists in the past. As Tom 
enters the house he takes us, the audience, into a scene located in the past within 
the present. Mielziner's set created a private place within the stage space by the 
use of translucent and transparent scenery, allowing the audience to look literally 
into the set. Tom, as narrator, speaks directly to the audience explaining how the 
non-realistic memory play works and how the characters, objects and ideas 
operate as symbols. As Tom speaks, lights behind the apparently solid brick wall 
of the apartment block gently increase to reveal the interior private space of the 
apartment, a place that represents the home environment of his youth, the home of 
his mother and sister. This effect, made possible by the use of scrim, allowed the 
character to usher the audience into his past, the place of his memories.
Mielziner created for the audience, a sensation of movement into the character's 
memory by the use of layers of transparencies, the use of which Mielziner was to 
perfect during his career and which had a widespread and long-lasting effect on
243 Henderson, Mielziner, 144.
244 Menagerie, TTW, vol. 1,143.
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American scenographic techniques. Utilising scrims and transparencies to create 
walls, or to delineate areas, which can be made visible or rendered invisible 
instantly by means of a lighting change, allowed the action to flow unimpeded, 
eliminating the necessity of closing curtains or moving scenery.
Williams' set description in the published text, really a description of Mielziner's
set, gives details of the physical properties of the setting:
Nearest the audience is the living room... just beyond, separated from the 
living room by a wide arch or second proscenium with transparent faded 
portieres (or second curtain), is the dining room .245
In practice, in a quite simple spatial organisation, all the necessary performance
areas were arranged on a single level which was given a sense of height by the
ascending fire escapes at stage right. The stage space was organised into the
required “rooms" via a series of receding frames, a kind of repetition of the
proscenium arch, underlining the consciously theatrical nature of the memory
scenes re-enacted within them.
In spite of Tom's assertion tha t," [b] eing a memory play, it is dimly lighted, it is 
sentimental, it is not realistic",246 Williams' play is not a reverie or calm reflection, 
but a recreation of a past filled with tension, frustration, guilt and unfulfilled hopes. 
The cramped discomfort of the remembered apartment is quickly established as 
the tensions between three very different disturbed personalities struggling to 
survive in a claustrophobic environment, are revealed.
245 Menagerie, TTW, vol. 1, 143.
246 Menagerie, TTW, vol. 1, 145.
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Fig. i. Jo Mielziner, 1944. Design for The Glass Menagerie. Exterior sketch.
Source: Henderson, Mielziner, 143.
The two design renderings included here clearly show how the set worked
practically and artistically. Fig. i shows the set as it was first revealed to the
audience, as indicated in the stage directions:
At the rise of the curtain, the audience is faced with the dark, grim rear wall of 
the Wingfield apartment ...flanked on both sides by dark, narrow alleys, 
garbage-cans, and the sinister lattice-work of neighbouring fire-escapes.247
In Figure ii, we see behind the exterior facade into the apartment interior:
At the end of Tom's commentary, the dark tenement wall slowly reveals (by 
means of a transparency) the interior of the ...Wingfield apartment.248
Tom is depicted on the fire-escape landing, with its criss-cross of lines and
shadows, a kind of limbo between the outside world and the "rather dim and
poetic"249 confined inner world of Amanda and Laura. In the foreground is the
living room with its sofa, the photograph of "the father who left us long ago," and
the 'what-not' containing the collection of little glass animals. Through a wide
archway, a visual repetition of the frame around the living room, we see into the
dining room at the back of which are the curtains of the rear window. This
247 Menagerie, TTW, vol. 1,143.
248 Menagerie, TTW, vol. 1, 143.
249 Menagerie, TTW, vol. 1, 143.
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repetition of framing combined with transparencies and curtains, draws the 
audience into the cocooned and separate world of Amanda and Laura.
Fig. ii. Jo Mielziner, 1944. Design for The Glass Menagerie. Interior sketch.
Source: Henderson, Mielziner, 143.
Williams' commitment to his concept of'plastic theatre' is evident in his expressive
use of individual elements of the setting. Even the curtains are used as expressive
tools to create what can appropriately be termed 'plastic moments'. When, for
instance, Laura stands in front of the mirror preparing for the "gentleman caller"
the curtains are used fairly benignly, as is described in the stage directions:
A wind blows the white curtains inward in a slow graceful motion and with a 
faint, sorrowing sighing.250
But later, in the original script, when Laura is called to the table to interact with
Jim, her inner turmoil is externalised by the use of a legend "TERROR!" on screen in
conjunction with exclamatory dialogue and sound and light effects:
Outside a summer storm is coming. The white curtains billow inward at the 
window and there is a sorrowful murmur and deep blue dusk251
This sequence of'plastic moments' is followed by a thunder clap.
25° Menagerie, TTW, vol.l, 193. 
251 Menagerie, TTW, vol. 1, 205.
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Although Mielziner considered some of the devices in Williams' script to be
superfluous, he agreed to highlight the glass menagerie and to light the father's
portrait at key moments. Mary Henderson tells us that Mielziner
bowed to the playwright's desire for an accent on the father's face by having 
a photograph, just under life size, printed on linen and rear-lighted to give a 
slight prominence to it during certain moments of the script.252
One of these moments -  a 'plastic moment'- comes at the end of scene two.
Amanda is speaking of finding some “nice young man" for Laura, crosses to the
portrait of the long-absent husband and father, cheerfully urging Laura to look at
her disability in a positive light:
When people have some light disadvantage like that, they cultivate other 
thing to make up for it - develop charm - and vivacity - and - charm\ That's 
all you have to do! [She turns again to the photograph.] One thing your 
father had plenty o f-  was charmA 
[The scene fades out with music] 253
The rhythm of the language, aided by italics and punctuation, makes the mode of 
delivery of the speech clear. We can imagine the photograph lighting up in 
response to Amanda’s speech, signifying fond memories and great 
disappointments, bringing the past and the present into the tiny room and 
speaking of a reality that belies her hopeful tone. Tom, who drives the play from 
without while being part of it within, signals the cue for the fiddle, reminder that 
this is a 'memory play,' and as the dimming lights take the scene from our view, 
accompanied by music, the portrait 'special' lingers and then is gone.
Mielziner's sketches also indicate how the lighting functioned. In the "Production 
Notes," Williams explains that the lighting is not realistic and, in spite of his precise 
stage directions, he encourages a "free, imaginative use of light"254 We can see how
252 Henderson, Mielziner, 142.
253 Menagerie, TTW, vol. 1,158.
254 Menagerie, TTW, vol.l, 134.
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effectively the scrim would have blocked out the apartment and how precisely the 
focus could be changed by a change of lighting state. The lit interior room has a 
separateness, a not-quite-real quality which would have been expressed on stage 
by Mielziner's complex lighting plot. Williams describes the use of "shafts of 
light...focused on selected areas or actors” and even in these sketches it is apparent 
that this could have been achieved.
The set design is well attuned to the playwright's focus on the "inner man"; it 
addresses what Robert Edmond }ones called the "eye of the mind", looking beyond 
surfaces and stage pictures to achieve the unity of purpose and connection 
between text and the non-textual trappings of stage production that Williams 
considered so important to the creation of'plastic theatre.'
Jo M i e l z i n e r  a n d  A S t r e e t c a r  Na m e d  De s ir e
Mielziner's next Williams production255 was for A Streetcar Named Desire, which 
together with his design for Miller's Death of a Salesman, is his most well-known 
work. In this he further developed the concepts and practices he had found so 
challenging in The Glass Menagerie. For the first production256 of Streetcar,
255 Chronologically, the next Williams production was You Touched Me\, a comedy based on a D. H. 
Lawrence story and written in collaboration with Donald Windham. It was directed by Guthrie 
McClintic and staged at the Cleveland Playhouse and the Pasadena Playhouse before opening at the 
Booth Theatre in New York inl945. The sets and costumes were by Motley, "a unique phenomenon 
among American scenic artists,” (Larson, Scene Design in the American Theatre, 141) the stage 
name of a design trio of women who worked out of New York and London simultaneously. Although 
the design was a typical box set, it was important in American scenic design history as it set a 
"precedent for multiple interior settings on more than one level.”(Larson, 227) Leverich was of the 
opinion that the play, although largely conventional in form, was better than most similar plays of 
the time, but "was suffocated by the production’s lack of the very expressionistic virtues that 
characterized The Glass Menagerie, locked as it was into a box set and other such familiar 
trappings." (Leverich, Tom, 590) Motley may have achieved a scenographic advance in their design, 
but it seems that they lacked both the problem-solving skills and the broad non-realistic vision that 
may have rescued the production, and the play, from its reputation as mediocre. Perhaps we can 
infer from Leverich's comment that the play was closer to Williams’ idea of 'plastic theatre’ than the 
designers were able to recognise.
256 The season opened on December 3,1947 at the Barrymore in New York. The play won the 
Pulitzer Prize and the New York Drama Critics Circle Award.
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Mielziner worked for the first time with director Elia Kazan, the first of a series of 
significant collaborations.
Fig. iii. Jo Mielziner, 1948. Design for A Streetcar Named Desire. Production photograph. 
Source: http://artsalive.ca/en/thf/histoire/concepteurs.html#top
In his design for A Streetcar Named Desire Mielziner once again demonstrated an
artistic vision that reached beyond realism. He created a design that utilised the
scrims that had been so effective in Menagerie, but was able to develop their use a
step further. Wolcott Gibb's review of the play for the New Yorker included an
analysis of the set - much more than the customary two lines:
It is possible that some scenic artist somewhere had contrived a more 
gruesome interior than the decaying horror that Jo Mielziner has executed 
for the Kowalskis, but I doubt it. It is on the ground floor (outside a circular 
iron staircase winds up to another apartment...), there is no door between 
the two rooms, only a curtain, the furnishings are sparse and dreadful, the 
desolate street outside can be seen through windows, or, rather, through 
the walls, since Mr. Mielziner's design is by no means literal. It is a 
wonderful effect and as the evening wears along, oppressive almost beyond 
words.257
257 Woolcott Gibbs, "A Streetcar Named Desire,” New Yorker, December 13, 1947.
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Williams would have been happy with the comment "beyond words" as his idea of 
the function of a setting and other plastic elements, in accordance with his idea of 
'plastic theatre', was that they should express what words cannot.
Fig. iv. Jo Mielziner, 1948. Design for A Streetcar Named Desire. Exterior sketch. 
Source: Henderson, Mielziner, 162.
Williams' set description is not so much a verbal sketch for a physical environment
as an evocation of atmosphere. He describes the houses as "mostly white frame,
weathered grey" with two flats, one upstairs and one downstairs in the central
building, in a poor area that nevertheless has "a raffish charm.”238 Around the
corner is a bar-room from which the sounds of a tinny"blue piano" emanates,
expressive "of the life which goes on here.239. Going beyond the physical description,
he takes great pains to portray the atmosphere. The sky260 is described as:
a peculiarly tender blue, almost turquoise, which invests the scene with a kind 
of lyricism and gracefully attenuates the atmosphere of decay. You can almost 
feel the warm breath of the brown river beyond the river warehouses with 
their faint redolences of bananas and coffee.
258 Williams, A Streetcar Named Desire, TTW, vol. 1, 243.
259 Streetcar, TTW, vol. 1, 243.
260 From this play onwards, descriptions of the sky become one of the standard inclusions in 
Williams' stage descriptions.
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Fig. v. Jo Mielziner, 1948. Design for A Streetcar Named Desire. Interior sketch. 
Source: Henderson, Mielziner, 162.
In Streetcar, Mielziner was once again given the opportunity which he had so 
welcomed in Menagerie, to find ways to create designs for a complex play which 
explored the "inner man." And again, as for Menagerie, there were three principal 
characters. As Henderson explains:
Through his scenery and lighting, he had to illuminate the inner and outer 
lives of the three principal characters ... The setting had to operate on two 
distinct levels, the psychological and the actual. Above all, he had to evoke a 
feeling of compression.261
Elia Kazan recorded his pleasure at having precisely the designer he had wanted:
He was Jo Mielziner, an excellent man and a close friend, who was relieved 
when I came on the show. We had many meetings (without Irene) 262 and 
planned the setting together. I'd given him a rough ground plan, as I always 
did, a ground plan being the director's avowal of intention in concrete 
terms. I discussed every aspect of the show with him: the colors, the 
materials, the transparency, the effects, and the lighting - which Jo, wisely, 
was to do for himself. When we knew what we wanted, Jo made a number of 
small sketches, and we presented the scene to Irene and to Tennessee; they 
were glad to have it, for it was good.263
Mielziner's own account of the techniques used to create the "brooding
atmosphere" 264 necessary for the plays of the late forties, acknowledges the
achievements in scenographic and lighting methods during the nineteen-twenties
and the nineteen-thirties, pointing out that these made it possible for playwrights
261 Henderson, Mielziner, 161.
262 The producer, Irene Selznick had engaged Mielziner as designer.
263 Kazan, A Life, 338-339.
264 Mielziner, Designing for the Theatre, 141.
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to demand, and receive, innovative treatment of the traditional stage space,
allowing them to "break out of the conventional box set."265 He described the use of
the transparencies that so effectively allowed instant movement from exterior to
interior and evoked the appropriate atmosphere:
When I designed Streetcar, I used translucent walls that could be made to 
appear by the skilled use of light and focus the attention of the audience on 
only one section of the stage as a given moment. The magic of light opened 
up a fluid and poetic world of storytelling -  selective light that revealed or 
concealed, advanced a set or made it recede.266
Some indication of the effect of Mielziner's use of a series of scrims can be deduced 
from his renderings (Figs, iv and vj. For the exterior scene (Fig. iv), the luridly 
coloured streetscape, visible only when lit from the rear, was placed behind the 
Kowalski's flat. Another scrim layer indicated the sidewalk. The interior of the flat 
(Fig. v) stretched across the width of the stage and, according to Henderson, was 
made even more oppressive "by narrowing the focus of the lighting" 267 and by 
using an array of coloured gels.
Mielziner was well aware of the expressive function of these set and lighting 
techniques which, as he had demonstrated in Menagerie, could allow the audience 
direct access to an inner space, while being kept aware of the exterior and of the 
relationship between the two. He wrote that, "(throughout the play the brooding 
atmosphere is like an impressionistic X-ray. We are always conscious of the 
skeleton of this house of terror, even though we have peripheral impressions."268 
As an example of the use of an exterior or peripheral element being used to 
comment on the interior, Mielziner cited an essentially 'plastic moment', the 
juxtaposition of the blind Mexican vendor with the centre-stage Blanche as she
265 Mielziner, Designing for the Theatre, 141.
266 Mielziner, Designing for the Theatre, 141.
267 Henderson, Mielziner, 162.
268 Mielziner, Designing for the Theatre, 141.
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retreats into reminiscence and madness in the moments in scene nine that mark 
the end of any possibility of a relationship with Mitch. The Mexican Woman, more a 
symbolic functionary than a character, is one of the first of many such creations,269 
operating as something half-way between character and set element. Her ritualistic 
cries create a liturgical bass-line to the fitful descant of Blanche's distress.
Even though Williams chose not to employ the kind of directly expressionistic 
devices, such as the screen, that he used in Menagerie, Streetcar serves to illustrate 
Williams' concept of'plastic theatre' in several ways. These include the need for an 
expressive set which, as Mielziner recognised, would go far beyond the function of 
the creation of locale to articulate in its own visual language the themes of the play. 
In addition to the setting and set elements, non-verbal elements such as colour, 
music, sounds, consumption of alcohol, climatic conditions and fluctuating 
temperatures, are called into expressive service. Much use is made of symbolism, 
especially the connotative possibilities of properties and set items. The glass 
unicorn speaks of the fragility and unworldliness of Laura in Menagerie, while in 
Streetcar the pink paper lantern expresses Blanche's desire to reconstruct life's 
harsh realities. And in contrast, the blood-stained meat parcel acts as a visual 
metaphor for Stanley's raw animal nature and behaviour.
As in Menagerie and many later plays, colour and music are also exploited for their 
expressivity. In the first descriptive notes in the Streetcar script, the warm and cool 
colours of red and blue are contrasted, as are black and white skin colours, before 
Blanche's entrance:
She is daintily dressed in a white suit with a fluffy bodice, necklace and
earrings of pearl, white gloves and hat, looking as if she were arriving at a
269 Other examples would include the Bum in Camino Real, the German tourists in Iguana or the 
Holly family in Suddenly.
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summer tea or cocktail party in the garden district. ... There is something 
about her uncertain manners, as well as her white clothes, that suggests a 
moth.270
Through negotiations with Kazan, Williams' initial choice of Della Robbia blue, or 
Madonna blue, for Blanche's clothing was changed to white .271 Williams was able 
to substitute the colour symbolism of white for the associations with the Madonna 
implicit in the choice of blue. Colour is used symbolically and expressively to 
contribute to the creation of many 'plastic moments' throughout the play. Other 
examples include the beginning of scene nine in which Mitch confronts Blanche: 
Blanche wears a scarlet satin robe, so that she is already dressed as the scarlet 
woman that Mitch accuses her of being. Elsewhere in the play, Stanley's clothing, 
variously described as "gaudy", "vivid" or "brilliant", includes "his green and scarlet 
silk bowling shirt" 272 and the "brilliant silk pyjamas" 273 he wore on his wedding 
night and dons at the beginning of scene ten, the rape scene. This scene is 
accompanied by expressive lighting and sounds: "The night is filled with inhuman 
voices like cries in a jungle. The shadows and lurid refection move sinuously as 
fam es along the wall spaces. ”274 The action of the scene continues to the sound of 
the “blue piano" and as the tension increases and the confrontation between the 
two escalates "the inhuman jungle voices rise up,” the scene reaches its inevitable 
violent conclusion as "The hot trumpet and drums from the Four Deuces sound 
loudly. ”275
This, the play's penultimate scene, marks the climactic collision between the two 
antagonists of the play, and the finality of Blanche's mental disintegration: from the
270 Streetcar, TTW, vol. 1, 245.
271 Kolin, Williams: A Streetcar Named Desire, 9.
272 Streetcar, TTW, vol. 1, 391.
273 Streetcar, TTW, vol. 1, 400.
274 Streetcar, TTW, vol. 1, 399.
275 Streetcar, TTW, vol. 1, 402.
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play's opening Blanche fights for self-control and mental clarity -  “I’ve got to keep 
hold of myself!" -  but finally relinquishes the battle in scene ten. The "blue piano," 
the musical expression of "the spirit of the life which goes on here,” is used 
throughout to accompany and accentuate specific events as they occur. There are 
many examples of Williams' symbolic and expressive use of musical techniques. 
The song, "It's Only a Papermoon", with its reference to the interrelatedness of 
reality and illusion, is used to accompany scene eight in which Stanley reveals the 
"truths" he has discovered about Blanche. The polka mazurka, the Varsouviana, 
heard by the audience and by Blanche but by no-one else on stage, with its 
insistent rhythm and repeated musical phrases, is engaged to map the character's 
state of mind. The polka is heard in scene seven as Blanche recounts to Mitch the 
events of the death of her young husband who shot himself after they had danced 
to the same music in the past. It fades in again in scene eight when Stanley 
presents Blanche with a bus ticket home and she runs from the room to vomit in 
the bathroom. At the beginning of the next scene the stage directions directly link 
the polka with Blanche's hold on reality:"The rapid, feverish polka tune, the 
"Varsouviana" is heard. The music is in her mind."276 During her scene with Mitch, 
the music returns, unheard by him, to torment her until it is extinguished by the 
sound of a shot, also in Blanche's mind. This moment aurally marks the end of the 
relationship between her and Mitch.
Throughout the play, the luridness and gaudiness of colours is directly related to 
the colours of the set design as shown in Mielziner's rendering in Figure iv. These 
are the colours of neon signs, of jazz, colours which treat the harshness of reality
276 Streetcar, TTW, vol. 1, 379.
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hyper-realistically. This treatment reinterprets the gaiety and positiveness of 
bright colours as harsh desperation.
Mielziner's design for Streetcar demonstrates an engagement with every aspect of 
Williams' 'plastic theatre'. In his lighting design, for instance, Mielziner is credited 
with having "revived the practice (which had died out since the dynasty of Belasco) 
of using follow-spots in legitimate plays."277 He mentions this technique, common 
in musicals but almost never used in plays, in his note on designing Streetcar: "I 
used a carefully controlled spotlight on the principals, not an obvious "follow-spot" 
but a subtle heightening of the faces of those who dominated the scene."278 
Mielziner had decided on this technique in response to Williams' suggestion that 
the lighting should linger on the faces of the characters at specific times.279 An 
example of such a 'plastic moment' when non-verbal - in this example, lighting - 
elements combine with the verbal to achieve a single expressive moment, comes at 
the end of scene four when Stanley and Stella are locked in a fierce embrace in full 
view of an appalled Blanche.
Jo Mie l z in e r  a n d  Sum m er an d  Smo k e
The solutions which Mielziner developed in answer to the demands posed by The
Glass Menagerie, A Streetcar Named Desire, Summer and Smoke, and Miller's Death
of a Salesman, allowed him to develop a style with which he became associated and
which brought him international acclaim, as Wendell Cole explains:
Through the use of a decorative constructivism, scrims, levels, and 
atmospheric lighting Mielziner evoked a poetic mood for A Streetcar Named 
Desire, Summer and Smoke, and Death of a Salesman, and created a very 
personal style which has gained him world wide recognition.280
277 Larson, Scene Design in the American Theatre, 151.
278 Mielziner, Designing for the Theatre, 141.
279 See Henderson, Mielziner, 161.
280 Cole, "Recent American Scene Design," 287.
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Writing about his design process for the New York production of Summer and
Smoke, Mielziner praised Williams' stage description and production notes.
After reading his notes in the early script for Summer and Smoke, I felt that 
it would be truly difficult to design a setting for this play that was poor in 
concept. It might be inadequate in execution, but the extraordinarily 
knowledgeable and sensitive eye of the dramatist created a picture that 
even a mediocre designer could not spoil.281
Mielziner won Variety’s 1948-9 Best Scenic Designer award for Summer and Smoke
and Death of a Salesman.282 In spite of the award, and Mielziner's own inference
that the set for Summer and Smoke was at least conceptually successful, there is - in
hindsight - a general consensus among critics that the set was aesthetically
pleasing and lyrically appropriate to the play, but failed to provide the space
required for the actors. Certainly, it was beautiful and had a fragile quality in tune
with the play's central character. Brenda Murphy describes the set as being
"composed of delicate, symbolic images and traceries of Victorian architecture."283
It may be true that initially "Mielziner's scenery ... won unanimous critical
acclaim"284, but within a short time, although acknowledging its beauty, analysts
were identifying its problems. In 1954, John Gassner wrote that Mielziner had
created an "entrancing, if in my lonely opinion, disadvantageous setting."285 In
1956, Wendell Cole found it pretty but functionally inadequate:
his [Mielziner's] entrancing simultaneous set for Summer and Smoke with 
its delicate Victorian traceries silhouetted against a changing sky was less 
satisfactory (than Menagerie, Streetcar and Salesman), for the action 
seemed cramped and awkward in playing areas that were too small.286
Henderson's assessment of the set identifies the same problem:
281 Mielziner, Designing for the Theatre, 153.
282 In Designing for the Theatre, 23, Mielziner records that he was concurrently working on (at least) 
Summer and Smoke, Death of a Salesman and South Pacific.
283 Murphy, "Seeking Direction,” 195.
284 Harry W. Smith, "Tennessee Williams and Jo Mielziner: The Memory Plays,"Theatre Survey 23, 
no. 2, (October 2010): 233, accessed March 15, 2012, doi: 10.1017/S0040557400008036.
285 Gassner, The Theatre in Our Times, 516.
286 Cole, "Recent American Scene Design,” 285.
Jo's set for Summer and Smoke was stylized to please Tennessee Williams 
but was excessively cluttered, confining the actors to small spaces on the 
right and left of the stage.287
Murphy offers an explanation, not only for the cramped nature of the set, but for 
the failure of the play in its first New York production. Designed specifically for the 
proscenium arch Broadway style theatre, the set "called for carefully composed, 
even stylised pictures, movement, and gestures," which director Margo Jones was 
ill-equipped to recognise, and that "because she was used to the three-dimensional 
arena stage, she did not have a good eye for pictorial composition within the 
picture frame of the proscenium arch."288
Jones had directed the premiere of the play as part of the opening season of her 
Theatre in Dallas, with very little set and utilising staging and directing practices 
suited to the in-the-round style of arena theatre. The New York Times’ critic, Brooks 
Atkinson, reviewed the production289 with an enthusiasm which Williams found 
"unfathomable"290 as the playwright had "thought the production was awful."291 In 
his Memoirs, Williams revealed that he attributed what he considered to be a 
"remarkable absence of artistry" in the Dallas production "to the fact that the play 
was, in my opinion at that time, not a good one and the leading roles had been 
unhappily cast."292 In spite of his misgivings, he allowed Jones to direct the New 
York production at the Music Box Theater, but Judged her improvisational 
directing style to be imprecise and unsuited to New York actors. His analysis of the 
problem of Jones' directing is less kind than Murphy's:
110
287 Henderson, Mielziner, 167.
288 Murphy, "Seeking Direction,” 195-196.
289 Brooks Atkinson, "Times Critic Hails 'Summer and Smoke,"’New York Times, August 10, 1947, sec 
1:3.
290 Memoirs, 152.
291 Memoirs, 92.
292 Memoirs, 152.
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In my opinion Margo Jones should have confined herself to a regional 
theatre, preferably in the executive and fund-raising departments. But I 
think it was there that her genius lay, not in the direction of actors of 
delicate plays.293
In spite of an enthusiastic beginning, the production was ultimately critically and 
popularly unsuccessful, even given another positive review from Brooks Atkinson. 
That Williams recognised the shortcomings of the set is clear from a letter to 
Mielziner in 1954 in which he referred to its “spatial problem", but in which he 
seems to be suggesting that his own vision was partly to blame.294 A final irony 
came with a highly successful production in 1952, directed by Jose Quintero at the 
Circle in the Square Theatre with almost no scenery. This production is credited 
with "having rescued Summer and Smoke from the reputation of mediocrity"295 as 
well as being the play that, according to John Gassner, "gave renewed hope to the 
off-Broadway theatre,"296 and firmly established the off-Broadway movement in 
New York.297
With benefit of hindsight, it is easy to lament the missed chance to exploit an 
innovative artistic and conceptual opportunity, and to blame those involved for 
failing to realise the potential of the arena theatre, and for being unable to 
recognise the restrictions that the proscenium pictorial Broadway style imposed. 
Ultimately our diagnosis may be that the right director was given the right play in 
the wrong space. Or it may be, even more simply, that even though the designer 
was aware of the implications of Williams' 'plastic theatre' he failed to allow for the
293 Memoirs, 153.
294 Letter #247 to Jo Mielziner, September, 1952, Selected Letters, Vol. II, 451-452.
295 Murphy, "Seeking Direction, 199.
296 Gassner, The Theatre in Our Times, 516.
297 See Murphy, "Seeking Direction," 199.
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'human values' which, as Williams was later to warn,298 should never be 
overwhelmed by 'plastic values'.
In the set description so admired by Mielziner, Williams presented his vision in 
customary detail, in order to articulate his 'plastic theatre:
First of all - The Sky.
There must be a great expanse of sky so that the entire action of the play 
takes place against it. This is true of interior as well as exterior scenes. But 
in fact there are no really interior scenes, for the walls are omitted or just 
barely suggested... During the day scenes the sky should be a pure and 
intense blue... (Color harmonies and other visual effects are tremendously 
important. ) 299
Mielziner's blue cyclorama aptly answers Williams' description, as shown in his
sketch in Fig. vi. Williams' description also prescribes a night sky with
constellations, the Milky Way and projections of clouds drifting across the
cyclorama. He describes the two interior sets: the parlour of the rectory on one
side and John's home/office on the other:
The architecture of these houses is suggested but is of American Gothic 
design of the Victorian era. There are no doors or windows or walls. Doors 
and windows are represented by delicate frameworks of Gothic design.300
Fig. vi. Jo Mielziner, 1948. Design for Summer and Smoke. Sketch.
Source: http://www.voutube.com/watch?feature=plaver embedded&v= VUhObblXYw#t=197s
298 Williams, The Night of the Iguana, TTW, vol. 4, 326.
299 Williams, Summer and Smoke, TTW, vol. 2,119.
300 Summer and Smoke, TTW. vol. 2,120.
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At the centre Williams envisaged "the main exterior set” as a promontory on which 
stands a stone angel, "in a gracefully crouching position with wings lifted and her 
hands held together to form a cup from which water flows. " 301 He saw the angel as 
the central symbol of the play, of Eternity - and perhaps also of Alma's frigidity - 
and so wanted the figure to be elevated so as to appear in the background of all the 
scenes of the play. Ultimately, according to his essentially modernist vision, he 
wanted "all three units to form an harmonious whole like one complete picture 
rather than three separate ones."302
Mielziner's sketch (Fig. vi) shows the two skeletal set pieces right and left, "a kind 
of black-wire sculpture to sketch in the two American Gothic houses."303 The wire 
effect was created by using actual strips of metal, this being, as Larson points out, 
"the first time the traditional use of wood to construct scenery ... had been 
superseded by a new material."304 The sketches also indicate a variety of 
possibilities in the treatment of the cyclorama with colours ranging from intense 
blue to moody grey and effects such as projections and gobos. Fig. vii shows a 
range of sepia colours. One can also see that the sky maintains its importance, as 
Williams requested, throughout the play by means of the skeletal constructions 
which allow the audience to look through them, while at times, as in Fig. vi, 
backlighting throws the delicate outlines into profile, focussing attention on the 
sky itself. The sense of space created by the sky is increased by the perspectivally- 
drawn village in the background (Fig. vii), suggesting a continuousness of space 
analogous to the scenic vistas of the early Renaissance theatre.
301 Summer and Smoke, 77W, vol. 2,120.
302 Summer and Smoke, TTW, vol. 2,120.
303 Dakin Williams and Shepherd Mead, Tennessee Williams: An Intimate Biography (New York: 
Arbor House, 1983), 164.
304 Larson, Scene Design in the American Theatre, 51.
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In spite of the expansive treatment of the upstage space, the sketches show that 
there is no forestage to allow downstage movement and that each interior set- 
piece allows a very small practical space for actor movement, as Henderson and 
Cole have commented.305 The upstage space, however, does not compensate for a 
lack of space downstage, but has the visual effect of pushing the constructed units 
down to the edge of the stage so that they appear rather like a row of medieval 
mansions.
The central angel fountain is elevated as can be seen in Figure vii. Mary Henderson 
found her presence too commanding: "[t]he symbolic angel of human mortality, 
which dominated the stage, was somewhat overscaled, giving the play a funereal 
feel."306 If this was the impression received by audiences, the pity is that the 
creation of the multilayered 'sculptural drama' Williams hoped for through this 
visual symbol may have been lost. Throughout the play Alma and John meet at the 
foot of the angel, interacting physically and conceptually with 'her'. Williams 
describes many lighting changes and effects involving the statue. In the opening 
Prologue scene, when John forcibly kisses Alma and, in a symbolic gesture, loosens 
her hair-ribbon, the stage directions explain that "She stands amazed with one hand 
cupping the other" in the manner of the statue. This is followed by music in a 
typical non-verbal 'plastic moment' that supports the actor's craft with symbolic 
movement, set elements and music:
Hurt and bewildered, Alma turns back to the stone angel, for comfort. She 
crouches at the pediment and touches the inscription (Eternity) with her 
fingers. The scene dims out with music.307
305 Henderson, Mielziner, 167; Cole, "Recent American Scene Design," 285.
306 Henderson, Mielziner, 167.
307 Summer and Smoke, TTW, vol 2,131.
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Fig. vii. Mielziner, 1948. Design for Summer and Smoke. Sketch. 
Source: Henderson, Mielziner, 167.
Mielziner's set very closely met Williams' symbolic and literal requirements, but 
must have been very difficult for director and actors to work with. Restricting 
acting space cuts across the basic aims of Williams' 'plastic theatre' as they have 
been revealed in these three major plays. The equality of importance afforded to 
text and non-textual elements in no way denies the importance of the body of the 
actor and, indeed, all 'plastic moments' are created out of the relationship between 
the character, the text and the non-linguistic language of the stage. Nevertheless, 
the fragmentary metonymic settings Mielziner created for Menagerie, Streetcar 
and, especially Summer and Smoke, were highly influential and instigated a change 
of direction in scenic design in America.
Boris  Ar o nson  a n d  Th e  Ro s e  Tat to o
Although Mielziner designed the majority of Williams' early plays, the set design 
for Williams' play, The Rose Tattoo308, was created by the much venerated Boris 
Aronson, an acclaimed veteran designer with over forty successful Broadway
308 The play was first performed at the Erlanger Theater in Chicago, 29th December, 1950, before it 
moved to New York at the Martin Beck Theater (now the Al Hirschfeld Theatre) on Broadway in a 
season running from February to October, 1951.
shows behind him, and many even more successful productions before him. 
Williams described The Rose Tattoo as "my love-play to the world. It was 
permeated with the happy young love for Frank"309, but the title suggests that it 
was also a tribute to his beloved sister, Rose. It was directed by Daniel Mann310 and 
produced by Cheryl Crawford with sets by Aronson,311 costumes by Rose 
Bogdanoff312 and lighting by Charles Elson.
Russian-born Aronson had trained in art in Kiev and was apprenticed to the Paris- 
trained Alexandra Exter, an innovative and influential designer at the Moscow 
State Yiddish Theatre. She was an essentially Constructivist stage designer whose 
philosophy was to generate non-representational stage settings in close 
collaboration with the director to create a uniform vision of a given production, a 
philosophy that accords with modernist ideas and with Tennessee Williams' notion 
of'plastic theatre'. Exter may have been Aronson's formative influence, but his 
sketch of the set of The Rose Tattoo also reveals the influence of Jo Mielziner. Even 
so, Aronson had developed his own conventions of stylisation from his early 
American productions in the 1920s, and, significantly, his approach to designing 
sets was to find a central visual metaphor that would express the ideas and themes 
of the play.313
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309 Memoirs, 162. Frank Merlo was Williams’ lover and companion from 1948 until just before 
Merlo’s death from lung cancer fourteen years later.
310Williams had been in communication with Elia Kazan for months, during which the director 
advised Williams on revisions. When Kazan finally informed Williams that he could not direct the 
play, directors considered were Peter Brook, Robert Lewis, one of the founding members of the 
Actors Studio, and Daniel Mann who had directed William Inge's Come Back, Little Sheba and had a 
reputation as a sensitive director.
311 Boris Aronson won the 1951 Tony Award for Best Scenic Design for this design.
312 Until the 1940s most designers also designed costumes and lighting for a production, but from 
this time, due to the labour intensive nature of both tasks, specialist costume designers began to 
emerge.
313 See catalogue. Boris Aronson: Stage design as Visual Metaphor, Katonah, New York, October 8 -  
December 31, 1989; and Harvard Theatre Collection, Harvard College Library, March-April, 1990, 5.
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Williams had previously been in contact with Mielziner regarding the design of the 
play and had possibly tried to impose Mielziner's ideas on Aronson. Williams 
wrote to the producer Cheryl Crawford saying that he was eagerly anticipating 
seeing Aronson's design, and that, "1 hope it contains the embankment stairs that 
Mielziner suggested, which I think is the best idea that has been brought forward 
for the design in any of the discussions about it.”314 Devlin and Tischler point out 
that Aronson's early sketches included a path leading up the embankment on stage 
right.315 The letter to Crawford has an added pencilled note, “Enchanted by Boris 
design, just rec'd!" indicating the playwright's approval of the design.
Williams' set description begins, typically, with sound and light which he describes 
as "extremely romantic.” The play is located in a village on the Gulf Coast near New 
Orleans, the central acting space being, according to Williams' description, "a frame 
cottage, in a rather poor state of repair, with a palm tree leaning dreamily over one 
end." Mielziner's influence is evident in Williams' description of the downstage wall 
of the house which "is either a transparency that lifts for the interior scenes, or is cut 
away to reveal the interior."316 Williams' description continues, indicating "an 
interior that is as colourful as a booth at a carnival,” providing details of a plethora 
of items relating to Serafina's personality, religious observance and occupation, 
and providing colour and symbolism.
For The Rose Tattoo Aronson provided a version of the cutaway set that he and 
others had utilised previously, and that had been in use since de Loutherbourg's 
designs in England in the eighteenth century. Critical accounts of the play's 
production are, typically, unhelpful regarding the efficacy of the set design. John
314 Letter #189 to Cheryl Crawford, November? 1950, Selected Letters Vol. II, 359.
315 Albert J. Devlin and Nancy M. Tischler, Selected Letters Vol. II, 360.
316 The Rose Tattoo, TTW, vol 2, 269.
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McClain wrote unenthusiastically that “Mr. Boris Aronson's single set seemed 
suitable"317 while Robert Coleman, more positively claimed that “Boris Aronson 
has designed a superlative setting."318
Fig. viii. Boris Aronson, 1950. Design for The Rose Tattoo. Sketch.
Source: HRC
Brooks Atkinson, whose reviews of Williams' work were usually positive, wrote:
Fortunately, the performance and the production are superb. Boris Aronson 
has set the play inside a livable cottage which, in turn, lies inside a warm, 
lazy environment. And Daniel Mann has directed a tempestuous 
performance that alternates between moods of anguish and excitement and 
also explodes now and then with comedy. 319
The house, as illustrated in Figs, viii and ix, is placed at centre stage, allowing room
for the important exterior environment. The central cottage consists of an
architectural acting platform which constitutes the living room, placed downstage
of a three-dimensional backdrop which creates the rest of the house. Although
there are obvious connections between Aronson's set and those Mielziner had
previously created for Williams' plays, the similarity is quite superficial insofar as
Mielziner's fragmentary settings fulfil a multi-scenic function, while Aronson's
single setting, appropriate to the play, has walls which exist only in the imagination
317John McClain, "The Rose Tattoo,” New York Journal-American, February 5,1951, 8.
318 Robert Coleman, "The Rose Tattoo," New York Daily Mirror, February 5,1951, A-l.
319 Brooks Atkinson, "At the Theatre," New York Times, February 5. 1951.
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of the beholder. Both designers were deeply committed to expressing the themes 
and complexities of the play; although Mielziner's designs are atmospheric, they 
exist for their staging function, while Aronson's continue to act metaphorically.
Both require some effort on the part of the audience: for Mielziner's designs, they 
need to read the whole idea suggested by the fragmentary parts, and in Aronson's 
they are required to complete the building's architecture and link this with the 
play's themes.
Aronson's design has strong connections to the work of Mordecai Gorelik, another 
expatriate Russian working in New York at the same time, whose designs were 
based on visual metaphor as a way to interpret a play both visually and 
emotionally. There are clear visual associations between Aronson's design for The 
Rose Tattoo and Gorelik's designs for Thunder Rock 320in 1939, and his later design 
for Desire Under the Elms in which Gorelik also used a cutaway house with invisible 
walls framed by overreaching branches. The framing branches provide, for The 
Rose Tattoo, the 'romantic' suggestion in their reference to the curved frame of the 
Victorian pictorial tradition. Aronson used painting techniques to break down the 
angular realism of the timber structure of the house, as Gorelik was to do for Desire 
Under the Elms, “using the language of modern painting to bring out the drama's 
poetry."321 The use of this technique means that, when realised on stage, a design 
becomes less architectural and more painterly. This accords precisely with 
Williams' idea of'plastic theatre' insofar as the playwright sought a blurring of the 
distinction between painting and theatre.
,2° See illustration of this design in Larson, Design in the American 
321 Catalogue. Boris Aronson: Stage design as Visual Metaphor, 6.
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Fig. ix. Boris Aronson, 1950. Design for The Rose Tattoo. Production photograph. 
Source: HRC
Frank Rich has pointed out that, in Aronson's set for The Rose Tattoo the designer 
painted the "deepest part of the set the lightest in color, to give it an inner glow."322 
This inner glow is clearly evident in Aronson’s watercolour sketch, held in the HRC, 
which shows a symbolic rose-amber glow at the centre of Serafina's house.
During the run of The Rose Tattoo an incident occurred which served to underline a 
key principle of'plastic theatre.' One of two groups of musicians hired for the show 
was fired, but was not able to be replaced by the second group who had been 
"playing poker in the basement"323. The incident is significant not in itself, but 
because it prompted an incensed Williams, unable to countenance the loss of any 
one of the elements from the artistic synthesis that was so important to him, to 
write to the Musicians Union articulating his complaint in words that reiterate his 
concept of'plastic theatre':
I am not concerned about this matter merely as it affects THE ROSE 
TATTOO but as it affects a whole important segment of our modern theatre. 
Modern creative theatre is a synthesis of all the arts, literary, plastic, 
musical, Etc. THE ROSE TATTOO is a notable case in point since I think it 
has gone further than any recent legitimate American drama to
322 Catalogue, 7.
323 Letter #212 to Theatre Musicians Union, Aug. 3, 1951, Selected Letters, Vol. //, 393.
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demonstrate this fact, this synthesis of various creative elements, and when 
music is thrown out... something has to be done, at least to clarify things.324
Williams was clearly of the opinion that in The Rose Tattoo he had finally begun to
demonstrate what he meant by ‘plastic theatre'. In Camino Real, he attempted to
take this demonstration even further.
Le m u e l  Ay r e s  a n d  Cam in o  Re al
Richard Gilman concluded his selection of Williams' best plays with Camino Real, 325
labelling the play “a noble if almost totally failed experiment."326 The play's
production project had begun with the previously successful Kazan/Mielziner
team, but Williams had failed to be "enchanted" by Mielziner's suggestion of a
"labyrinth" or "bear pit" to express Kilroy's entrapment and the use of "projected
images and colors."327 Williams wrote to Mielziner to explain his vision:
This is an intensely romantic script, and it needs a magic background. Real 
visual enchantment! -  both in set and the lighting. The set no longer has 
much technical difficulty. Fundamentally, it is just a plaza contained by 
three facades and three arches...The important thing is the visual 
atmosphere of a romantic mystery, i can't visualize your idea of a "bear-pit" 
and it doesn't strike a responsive chord. It doesn't sound beautiful, and I 
think the plaza should have the haunting loveliness of one of those lonely- 
looking plazas and colonnades in a Chirico.328
Although this letter infers that the playwright had made some changes in his
scenographic demands, Mielziner felt unable to continue for several reasons which
included the tight budget, Mielziner's heavy schedule and artistic differences with
the playwright. The set was designed by established Broadway designer, Lemuel
Ayres who had been a friend of Williams during his time at the University of
324 Letter #212 to Theatre Musicians Union, August 3, 1951. Selected Letters, Vol. II, 394.
325 The play was first produced in New Haven and Philadelphia as tryouts for the New York 
production on 19th March, 1953 at the Martin Beck Theater, directed by Elia Kazan with sets and 
costumes by Lemuel Ayres.
326 Richard Gilman, The Drama is Coming Now: The Theater Criticism of Richard Gilman, 1961-1991 
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2005), 324.
327 Letter from Mielziner to Williams, August 26,1952. HRC.
328 Letter #247 to )o Mielziner, mid-September, 1952, Selected Letters Vol II, 451.
122
Iowa.329 As he had been Williams' first choice as designer for You Touched Me!, it is 
unlikely that Williams thought he was getting second best in his designer. Indeed, 
Williams continued to defend Ayres' design even after the production received 
negative reviews. In reaction to Walter Kerr's review,330 Williams wrote 
defensively to the critic (as was Williams' custom) taking Kerr to task for not 
fulfilling “your entire obligation as a critic," and specifically because "you made no 
mention more than perfunctory of music or choreography or the great plastic 
richness contributed by the designer, Lem Ayres."331
Ayres' set, however, as can be seen in the sketch (Fig. x) has a heavy solidity and in 
spite of its precise correspondence with most of the physical details of Williams' 
description, has none of the "magic" Williams requested nor any indication of the 
play's "freedom and mobility of form."332 In his autobiography, Elia Kazan referred 
to the play as "a love letter to the people Williams loved most, the romantics"333 
and a "lovely dramatic poem"334 which he felt he had failed to realise effectively on 
stage, due to poor casting and design:
I know that I didn't touch its potential. ... I wrote the designer we'd chosen a 
long note explaining what I hoped for in the set. I didn't get it; what I got 
was a lugubrious realistic setting that was, in a word, heavy-handed. And 
too real. It made the fantasies that took place inside it seem silly. I should 
have ordered a new setting, but I didn't. I betrayed myself by not sticking to 
my guns. I'd buried my original -  and I believe correct -  intention in talk.335
Typically poetic, Williams' set description begins with sound:"a loud singing of 
wind, accompanied by distant, measured reverberations like pounding surf or distant
329 Ayres had also been associated with Williams during his short career as a writer in Hollywood. 
See Leverich, Tom, 507-508.
330 Walter Kerr, "Sunday Notice,” New York Herald Tribune, March 29,1953.
331 Letter #254, to Walter Kerr, March 31,1953, Selected Letters Vol. II, 463.
332 Williams, Camino Real, TTW, vol. 2, 420.
333 Kazan, Elia Kazan, 495.
334 Kazan, Elia Kazan, 488.
335 Kazan, Elia Kazan, 497.
123
shellfire.”336 Beginning in darkness, the set, as Williams describes it, should be lit 
only by fitful light as the day breaks above the ancient wall at the back of the set, 
above which snow-capped mountains are visible. Daybreak, he envisages - in one 
of his most abstract (and impossible) staging notes - as "fickers of a white radiance 
as though day-break were a white bird caught in a net and struggling to rise." This 
description serves to illustrate the poetic nature of Williams' set descriptions 
which are generally so poetic and atmospheric as to make clear that the intention 
is to be suggestive and even inspirational, but not literal.
Topographically, the set is the plaza of a tropical seaport "that bears a confusing, 
but somehow harmonious, resemblance to"337several ports in North and South 
America. There are two main set-pieces, so that the layout, with its emphasis on 
upstage distance, is reminiscent of the setting for Summer and Smoke. On stage left 
is the luxury Siete Mares hotel with a downstairs bay-window, complete with 
mannequins with "painted smiles" and terrace, with white iron lace furniture, and 
an upstairs balcony, in front of a "large window exposing a wall on which is hung a 
phoenix painted on silk," to be specially lit "since resurrections are so much a part 
of its [the play's] meaning." On stage right, the seedy side, is Skid Row containing 
the Gypsy's stall, the Loan Shark's shop with its window of pawned items, and the 
"Ritz men Only" with a practical window for the appearance of the choric Bum. 
There are arches giving entrance to dead-end streets at downstage left and right 
and one at the top of a staircase to the upstage wall, leading to the wasteland 
"Terra Incognito" between the walled town and the distant mountains.
Jan Balakian identifies the positive qualities of the production, but concludes that 
even with "Lemuel Ayres's exotic set, surrounded by a high and crumbling stone
336 Camino Real, TTW, vol. 2, 431.
337 Camino Real, TTW, vol 2, 431.
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wall, studded with phrenology charts, window dummies, and illuminated 
pawnshop signs, the play had a short life."338
Fig. x. Lemuel Ayres, 1953. Design for Camino Real. Sketch.
Source: TTW, vol. 4, 429.
Even though Ayres' carefully detailed design precisely reproduces much of 
Williams' physical details, it is fundamentally a too literal interpretation of the 
scenic notes and suffers from the lack of the kind of non-realistic treatment used 
by Mielziner to express the whole by a suggestion of the part. Such metonymic 
scenic methodology recalls Robert Edmonds Jones' warning: "the designer must 
always be on his guard against being too explicit" 339 and perhaps also references 
Mielziner's own aim to "design with an eraser".340
In contrast with Ayres' design, Jo Mielziner had completed a set of drawings which, 
to some analysts, accommodate the play's surrealistic qualities and anti- 
conventional attitude. In what Mary Henderson claims is "a curiously un-Mielziner 
gesture," the designer included one of these designs in his book, Designing for the
338 Jan Balakian, "Williams’s Allegory About the Fifties," in The Cambridge Companion to Tennessee 
Williams, 80.
339 Jones, The Dramatic Imagination, 26.
340 Henderson, Mielziner, 142.
Theatre, 341 “as if to prove that his was the sounder visual interpretation ."342 In the 
notes accompanying his sketch for the Don Quixote scene, Mielziner expressed his 
concern that “too much realistic and heavy scenery would hurt the easy flow of 
dramatic imagery."343 His own designs indicate a more abstract interpretation of 
Williams' physical and conceptual imagery.
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Coming in the wake of the ambiguous success of The Rose Tattoo,344 Williams had
felt that that Camino Real would be hard to sell and, faced with the project of
reading it to potential backers, he wrote:
Not many people seem to understand what it's about, and just reading it 
does very little good as most of its values are so plastic, pictorial and 
dynamic, that just listening to it or reading it is almost useless unless the 
listener or reader has a trained theatrical mind.345
Inherent in his anxiety about the play is his steadfast belief that in the type of
theatre he was creating, the written text could not be separated from the visual
and other elements that contributed to the staged event. He had judged The Rose
Tattoo to have “gone further than any recent legitimate American drama to
demonstrate" this synthesis,346 but claimed even more for Camino Real. In his
document, “Summer Notes and Some Ain't", Williams discussed what he saw as
“plastic values":
Plastic values are those values which are really peculiar to the stage, and 
they are the values which have most concerned me in my recent work such 
as “Rose Tattoo" and “Camino real". I have felt them for a long time, for at 
least fifteen years ..., but I think I am just beginning to acquire some control 
of them, and it is very exciting to me ... “Rose Tattoo" had more plastic 
values than we had time to realise on the stage, even with the aid of Boris
341 Mielziner, Designing For the Theatre, 163.
342 Henderson, Mielziner, 204.
343 Mielziner, Designing For the Theatre. 162.
344 The Rose Tattoo had been critically well received but had suffered a $40,000 financial loss. 
345Letter to Maria Britneva, December 3,1952, Five O'clock Angel, ed. Maria St. just (New York: 
Penguin Books, 1990), 67.
346 Letter #212 to Theatre Musicians Union, August 3, 1951. Selected Letters Vol. II, 394.
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Aronson's brilliant set. The plastic elements were only sketched in, hastily 
and lightly347
In the foreword to the one-act version of the play, entitled Ten Blocks on the
Camino Real,348 Williams recounts an experience from his travels in Mexico in 1939
and 1940, which provided him with three of the characters for the play. Towards
the end of his narrative he links the character of Kilroy - America's most famous
citizen “about whom nothing is known" -  to thoughts about the nature of theatre:
Here is the new congruity of incongruities which is the root of the power in 
modern art, the dramatic juxtaposition of the crude and the tender, the 
poetic and the brutish. Yes, it could be done with paint. But with language? 
In some of Hart Crane, yes! But how about a play?
Possibly. Yes, possibly. But not a play that is conceived just as spoken 
drama. It would have to be a play whose values are mainly plastic, a play 
that is less written than painted.
A play that is painted? Why not!
At least I could try. I did. And here it is.349
Once again, we have an expression of'plastic theatre' or, perhaps more 
appropriately 'sculptural drama' as a physical activity involving the three- 
dimensional interplay between the visual and the textual. Much more recently, 
Brian Parker commented on this interconnection, recognising the experimental 
and innovative nature of the play:
Camino Real was a comparative failure in its first performance because in 
1953 its intertextual and selfreferential techniques were at least twenty 
years ahead of their time, but now that they have at last become familiar to 
us from the experiments of Off-Off Broadway, performance art and 
postmodern theory in general, it is time to look at Camino Real again.350
347 "Summer Notes and Some Ain’t," HRC. See Appendix A.
348 This version was published by the Dramatists Play Service in a collection of short plays under 
the title, American Blues, in 1976, but does not include the ‘Foreword’ which is part of a document 
held in the HRC.
349 Williams, draft, "Ten Blocks on the Camino Real," HRC.
350 Brian Parker, "Documentary Sources for Camino Real, “The Tennessee Williams Annual Review 1 
(1998): 43, accessed )une 15, 2009,
http://www.tennesseewilliamsstudies.org/archives/printversions.htm.
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Although some commentators351 recognised the experimental nature of the play at 
its first performance, its staging potential remained untapped until subsequent 
non-realistic productions gave it symbolist, surrealist and absurdist 
interpretations. Even Gassner, who saw Williams as an experimental dramatist, 
preferred his work when he avoided playing “the symbolist and the gymnast of 
theatrical effects." Gassner appreciated that “[t]he theatricalism of Camino Real is 
an extreme example of his concern with non-realistic formal devices. A glance at 
the stage contrivances he prescribed for the staging of The Glass Menagerie 
...reveals a bias for theatrical ingenuity and stylisation"352
Among all of his major plays, Camino Real demonstrates Williams' commitment to
exploring alternatives to realism. Even if, as Murphy points out, he had to revise
the play in order to help audiences understand what it was actually about,353 it
established Williams as a writer whose idea of form derived from recent 
developments in philosophy, theology, politics, dance, cinema, literature, 
and the plastic arts -  those three-dimensional, visual arts such as painting, 
sculpture, which are usually distinguished from written art forms. Making 
use of gesture, sound, music, dance, light, color, action, and design, Camino 
illustrates Williams's concept of plastic form, of multidimensional design in 
motion.354
Jo Mie l z in e r  a n d  Ca t  on  a  Ho t  Tin  Ro o f
Mielziner was known for his often repeated claim that a designer is best when 
designing with an eraser,355 and while his skeletal designs for his first four or five 
Williams' plays support this dictum, these designs, nevertheless, contain 
considerable detail. For Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, he dispensed with the scrims and 
skeletal structures that were his hallmarks, and that by then had so influenced set
351 See Gassner, The Theatre in Our Times, 10.
352 Gassner, The Theatre in Our Times, 351.
353 See Brenda Murphy, 1997. "Williams and the Broadway Audience: The Revision of Camino Real,” 
in Critical Essays on Tennessee Williams, ed. Robert A. Martin (New York: G. K. Hall & Co., 1997).
354 Balakian, "Williams’s Allegory About the Fifties,” 80.
355 See Henderson, Mielziner, 142.
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design in New York and beyond, and instead, gave Tennessee Williams' plays a 
new spare look, a look which Richard Schickel identified as “among the designer's 
most daring concepts"356
Williams' set description for the play is presented with his usual detail as “Notes
for the Designer" which go much further than a literal description.
The set is the bed-sitting room of a plantation home in the Mississippi Delta. 
It is along an upstairs gallery which probably runs around the entire house; 
it has two pairs of very wide doors opening on to the gallery, showing white 
balustrades against a fair summer sky that fades into dusk and night during 
the course of the play357
The following, much longer, paragraph is devoted to expressing an evocation of the
author's vision, the connotative meaning of the plastic elements of the setting.
Williams even supplies a 'back-story' for the room in which the action takes place,
as well as a tangential recollection suggestive of the desired atmosphere: “the
room must evoke some ghosts". Williams refers to a photograph of the verandah of
the home of Robert Louis Stevenson, explaining the connection he perceived
between the qualities revealed in the photograph and his play:
there was a quality of tender light on weathered wood, such as porch 
furniture made of bamboo and wicker, exposed to tropical suns and tropical 
rains, which came to mind when 1 thought about the set for their play, 
bringing also to mind the grace and comfort of light, the reassurance it 
gives, on a late and fair afternoon in summer, the way that no matter what, 
even dread of death, is gently touched and soothed by it.358
Although Mielziner's set design edited out much of the literal detail, it clearly 
engaged with the ideas poetically suggested in the set description. The 
“weathered" impression that Williams requested, for instance, was conveyed in the 
style of the hand-painted faded Victorian carpet and bed. The friction between
356 Richard Schickel, Elia Kazan: A Biography (New York: Harper Perennial, 2006), 326-7.
357 Williams, Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, TTW, vol. 3, 15.
358 Cat, TTW, vol. 3,15.
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Williams and director, Kazan, over the text and performance of Cat on a Hot Tin
Roof has been well established and discussed by Williams and Kazan and by other
commentators. Part of this disagreement concerned the setting. Mielziner's design
was so different from others he had created for Williams that the playwright was
unconvinced of its appropriateness to his play. Williams had written to Kazan with
“some notes and reflections on last run through in New York":
You know, of course, that the first view of the setting gave me a horrible, 
almost death-dealing, blow this afternoon ...I have never had a play that had 
to get by without visual atmosphere which fitted it, and I am terrified that 
this may be the first and last time! I have no one to blame but myself as I 
saw the sketches, but somehow I had always thought, well, Jo is a genius, 
and Gadg is a genius, and they know what they are doing and who am I to 
open my ass-hole about it359
Kazan had been well aware of Williams' concerns about the set design. In his
autobiography he explained that Williams did not like the set,
[b]ut I was determined to have it as I wanted it. Jo Mielziner and I had read 
the play in the same way; we saw its great merit was its brilliant rhetoric 
and its theatricality. Jo didn't see the play as realistic any more than I did. 
...It didn't seem like just another day in the life of a cotton planter's family 
to Jo or to me; it seemed like the best kind of theatre, the kind we were 
interested in encouraging, the theatre theatrical. ... So I caused Jo to design 
our setting as I wished, a large, triangular platform, tipped toward the 
audience and holding only one piece of furniture, an ornate bed. This 
brought the play down to its essentials and made it impossible for it to be 
played any way except as I preferred .360
Mielziner wrote about the creation of the design for Cat, reporting that, from 
reading the play and from discussion with Kazan "grew the idea of creating a stage 
within the stage. It would be steeply raked toward the audience, with one corner 
actually jutting out over the footlights. In its final form it turned out to be a sort of 
thrust stage."361 He saw his design as a step - as his design for Streetcar had been - 
in a long series of attempts to break the boundaries of the proscenium theatre by
359 Letter #304, to Elia "Gadg" Kazan, March 1,1955, Selected Letters Vol. II, 567.
360 Kazan, Elia Kazan, 542-543.
361 Mielziner, Designing For the Theatre, 183.
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"trying to push the forestage out in order to break the rigid, restricting straight line 
of the aprons of our twentieth-century theatres."
His design was for a single set, deceptively simple, and should perhaps have been 
accompanied by a warning to beware of set designs that appear simple. Mary 
Henderson reports that "the set was difficult to construct and paint and even more 
difficult to light."362 The design, Fig. xi, was essentially an innovative reinvention of 
the box set, complete with ceiling which recalled Jones' work in the late 1930s but 
which had all but disappeared by the mid-1950s. It created the bedroom of Brick 
and Maggie with a raked platform floor, a more organic version of Williams' call for 
a raked bed. The "room" was angled, with its corner reaching out through the 
proscenium frame, challenging the theatre architecture and creating a powerful 
Down Centre position for the actors and accommodating the possibility of'plastic 
moments'.
Fig. xi. Mielziner, 1953. Design for Cat on a hot Tin Roof. Sketch. 
Source: Henderson, Mielziner, 205.
362 Henderson, Mielziner, 206.
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There were no solid walls, but walls that were sketched in by the use of fabric 
strips arranged in groups so as to “look like the columns of a Southern mansion."363 
Because the walls were merely suggested, the ceiling, providing balance through 
its inversion of the angle of the floor, had to be suspended, creating a floating effect 
which partly answered Williams' request that "the walls below the ceiling should 
dissolve mysteriously into air; the set should be roofed by the sky; stars and moon 
suggested by traces of milky pallor ...”364 Mielziner interpreted these poetic 
suggestions by using a version of the cyclorama behind the set, creating a canvas 
for projections of slatted blinds, stars, moonlight as and for the visual components 
of the fireworks and the storm.
So committed was Williams to the utilisation of non-verbal aspects of theatre 
production and their integration with the words of the play, that he was always 
sensitive to accusations that his was a theatre of tricks. His letter to Kazan, 
mentioned above, expresses doubts about the production's "undue portentousness 
as if we were trying to cover up some lack of significant content by giving it a 
"tricky" or inflated style of performance."365 In the same letter he discussed the 
"ATMOSPHERIC DETAILS, outbreak of storm and fireworks" or what he had in 
other contexts called 'plastic' elements. He wrote, "I think it is right to treat these 
unconventionally, non-realistically, as we do, but still they ought to be prepared for 
in a way that will make them recognizable as what they are." The celebratory 
fireworks that occur in the background throughout Act II function in ironic 
counterpoint to the terrible truths concerning Big Daddy's health and the 
relationships between the characters on stage. He also went on to state, as he was
363 Henderson, Mielziner, 206.
364 Cat, TTW, Vol. 3, 16.
365 Letter #304, to Kazan, March 1, 1955, Selected Letters Vol. II, 565.
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later to do in The Night of the Iguana,266 that the storm should approach gradually 
and should not drown out any of the dialogue. These concerns may seem to suggest 
that, having convinced his director and designer of the validity of his 'plastic 
theatre' he lacked the courage of his convictions. It is more likely, however, that he 
wanted to ensure an equal partnership between verbal and non-verbal elements in 
relationship to the character, rather than one dominating the other.
CONCLUSION
Williams' association with mainstream American theatre has been established by 
critical and popular opinion, mostly based on his earlier major plays performed in 
the first two decades of his career as a playwright. His standing as America's 
"greatest living playwright"367 was further supported by the fact that revivals of his 
early plays began to be produced so very early in his career: a Broadway revival of 
A Streetcar Named Desire, for instance, was mounted in 1950, just months after its 
first production closed, and the play was then revived again as a ballet in 1952. 
There were many revivals during the 1960s, mostly of the 'major' plays, but also of 
the plays that were less successful at their first staging, in addition to productions 
of new plays.
The designers of the first productions contributed to the establishment of 
Williams' reputation. Jo Mielziner especially, had given the plays a 'look' which 
was to be associated with them throughout the following decades. This 'look' was 
the visualisation of Williams’ idea of‘plastic theatre', a theatricalist approach to the 
interrelatedness of all stage elements. By the early 1960s scenographers had 
achieved a visual language which could convey realism and non-realism at the
366 The Night of the Iguana will be discussed in Chapter 3.
367 Jose Quintero, If You Don't Dance They Beat You (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1988), 121.
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same ti me. Mielziner's use of scrim and projections was to a large degree 
responsible for this. His innovations enabled the creation of stage elements which 
coulc seem solid, but could also appear and disappear in one lighting cue, changing 
scenes and moving characters through time and space with speed and fluidity. 
Othe.~ dlesigners contributed to 'plastic theatre' in different ways. Arthur Miller 
admire d the ability of Aronson who, along with Gorelik, “used color interpretively, 
like painters, for its subjective effects and not merely its realistic accuracy,” as 
Williams had required in his texts, especially Streetcar. Miller claimed that by the 
mid-century designers were able to create sets and lighting which could provide 
actors with contexts that made them seem “both natural and surreal at the same 
time. '368
The three significant designers discussed in this chapter - Mielziner, Aronson, and 
Ayres -  all seriously engaged with the playwright's words in order to express his 
intentions in their stage settings. Each brought his individual design aesthetic and 
philosophy to the interpretation of Williams' plays and of his 'plastic' theatre. 
Mielziner's approach was essentially psychological with his stated interest in “the 
exploration of the inner man",369 and, understanding the poetic nature of Williams' 
scenic descriptions, he created atmospheric sets and lighting in which the mood 
could be changed when appropriate to the play. Boris Aronson's anti-realist 
background and his design methodology that sought to find a central visual 
metaphor expressive of the ideas and themes of the play,370 lead him to create sets 
for Williams plays371 that were imbued with symbol and emotion. Aronson's 
conceptual approach in which the "look of the plays was not a decorative add-on,
368 Miller, Timebends (London: Methuen, 1987), 230.
369 Mielziner, Designing For the Theatre, 124.
370 Catalogue. Boris Aronson: Stage design as Visual Metaphor, 5.
371 He designed sets for The Rose Tattoo in 1950 and Orpheus Descending in 1957.
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but an integral part of the show's overall concept",372 was particularly consistent 
with Williams' own symbolic style and with his idea o f‘plastic theatre'. Lemuel 
Ayres approached Williams' work with a genuine aim to honour the playwright's 
requirements. His set for Camino Real was a literal interpretation of these 
requirements, resulting in an overly literal, realistic set. The set was admirable for 
its detail but the designer seems to have failed to recognise the poetic quality of 
both the play and the playwright's scenic description, and so failed to 
accommodate "the grace and levitation, the structural pattern in motion, the quick 
interplay of live beings"373 required by the play.
Although their processes differed, these designers saw themselves as part of a 
collaborative team, fulfilling an important expressive function in the production 
process. At their best they accommodated Williams' principles of'plastic theatre', 
expressed in his own words as:
A theatre where the plastic arts now serving a merely auxiliary function 
would be accepted as full partners! Where painting - not just scene painting 
but real creative design; where architecture and sculpture -  not just 
incidental scraps of it; where music - not just accompaniment; where 
dancing - not just a diversion; where colors, lights, materials, fabrics, forms, 
sounds, silences, movements, patterns, bodies will be all not fragmentarily 
but completely and triumphantly incorporated in a theatre which is a 
complex of all the arts !374
By engaging with and creating designs which expressed these principles, these 
designers created a legacy which was to influence, directly or indirectly, and 
inspire designers of Williams plays for the next four decades and beyond.
372 C. S. O’Carroll, "A Larger Scale: The Life and Art of Boris Aronson," Pakn Treger 47 (Spring 2005): 
8, accessed May 5, 2007, http://yiddishbookcenter.org/pdf/pt/47 6-15 aronson.pdf.
373 Camino Real, TTW, vol. 2, 423.
374 "Notes on Music"/"Notes on a Plastic Theatre." Some of the original punctuation has been 
changed. See Appendix C.
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CHAPTER 3: The Designer as Interpreter, Part II: the legacy - from 
1960 to the present
In chapter 2 ,1 explored the designs of the first designers who created the visual 
plastic elements for Tennessee Williams' first plays. Key ideas relative to Williams' 
performance concepts have been discussed in chapters 1 and 2. In summary, these 
are: his conviction, directly influenced by his response to Eisenstein's 
achievements in film, that the non-textual elements of theatre performance have 
an important expressive function in stage performance, as outlined in Williams' 
manuscript "Summer Notes and Some Ain't";375 his vision of the complete art form 
as outlined in the "Introduction" to The Glass Menagerie and other writings; and his 
insistence upon the importance of human values as well as plastic values, implied 
from the first mention of'plastic theatre' in his writings but made specific in The 
Night o f the Iguana. These ideas together form the principles of Williams' theory of 
'plastic theatre'.
In The Night o f the Iguana, Williams added a highly significant note to the stage 
direction for the climactic end of Act II where Shannon's theophanic experience is 
actualised through a multi-modal coincidence of body, word, sound and visual and 
other plastic elements: "In staging, the plastic elements should be restrained so 
that they don't take precedence over the more important human values.376 It 
should not seem like an 'effect curtain.'"377 With this reminder of the importance of 
the physical immediacy of the actor and his/her function in the delivery of the 
playwright's ideas in partnership with the plastic elements of the stage, Williams 
comes close to completing his theory of'plastic theatre.' Williams' reference to
375 Williams, "Summer Notes and Some Ain’t", HRC. See Appendix A.
76 My italics.
377 Iguana, TTW, vol. 4,326.
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'human values' is not, however, an addition to his ideas, but an explicit restatement 
of a belief fundamental to his theory since its inception. The importance of 'human 
values' is implicit in his (and Mielziner's) use of special lighting to highlight 
characters at key 'plastic moments,' and it was the basic issue in his anxiety over 
the storm and fireworks effects in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. 378 Perhaps Williams felt 
the need to pre-emptively specify the possible dangers of an imbalance in the 
text/non-text relationship.
The aim of chapter 3 is to continue the examination of the work of designers of 
Williams' major plays, exploring ways in which the legacy of the early designers is 
manifested in the work of those from the 1960s onwards. This chapter is 
presented in two parts: a brief overview of general trends in stenography from the 
1950s; and a closer look at the work of key American designers of Williams' plays 
after 1960. The designers have been selected on the grounds that each has, in some 
way, demonstrated an intention to interpret 'plastic theatre'.
There is a demonstrable link between the seminal works of the first designers of 
Williams plays and those of the designers who followed. The legacy of the first 
designers can be seen in the achievements of those scenic artists who have 
continued to find ways to interpret Williams' work and his idea of'plastic theatre'. 
In spite of the critical disapproval and even ridicule of those who claimed that after 
The Night of the Iguana Williams' work descended into a decline from which it 
never recovered,379 he continued to write experimental and innovative plays until 
his death in 1983. His earlier 'major' plays continued - and still continue - to be 
,78Letter #304, to Kazan, March 1,1955, Selected Letters Vol. II, 565.
379 Allean Hale discusses and contextualises this widely-held contention in her article, "Confronting 
the Late Plays of Tennessee Williams," The Tennessee Williams Annual Review 6 (2003): 1, accessed 
March 14, 2008, http://www.tennesseewilliamsstudies.org/archives/2003/5hale.html.
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revived and there have been several minor successes among his later plays. From 
the 1960s, the theatrical focus on Broadway broadened as regional theatre became 
more important, giving theatre practitioners opportunities to work in more 
diverse theatre spaces and theatrical architecture. So, in spite of the resistance to 
his new works and the decrease in the number of Broadway performances of his 
'major' plays, opportunity for designing Williams' plays has continued and, indeed, 
increased over time, especially as his early works began to be performed regionally 
by educational institutions, by amateur companies, and internationally.
While the focus of this study is to examine the work of major designers of Williams' 
major plays, specifically considering particularly well-recognised Broadway 
practitioners, as Williams' work became less critically acclaimed, it lost its appeal 
to leading designers, so that to consider trends in designs for Williams' plays, it is 
necessary to look at the broader design landscape to include the regional 
designers. To narrow an impossibly broad field, I concentrate in this chapter on the 
most influential scenographers who operated from the sixties onwards, and who 
have designed such significant works as The Glass Menagerie, A Streetcar Named 
Desire, The Night of the Iguana, Suddenly Last Summer, and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. 
The central focus continues to be on how the work of these designers relates to 
larger design trends, how the designers engage with Williams' stated vision and, 
particularly, how their designs might illustrate developing attitudes to and 
interpretations of his theory of'plastic theatre'.
From the 1980s, however, American scenography becomes more influenced by 
global trends, and the scenic artist's field opens even wider. To reflect this 
internationalisation, I consider the work of two English designers, Annie Smart and 
Christopher Oram, whose work crosses international boundaries. I also consider
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an example of the work of the British-based international designer Ralph Koltai 
whose distinctive style(s) have influenced scenographic ideas and practices for 
decades. The work of these three designers also demonstrates a genuine 
engagement with Williams' scenographic vision and with his aim to create a 
'plastic theatre'.
PART 1: TRENDS IN AMERICAN SCENOGRAPHY FROM THE 1950S
In response to the developing demands of playwrights - particularly of Williams 
and Miller - by the late 1950s the dominance of the single set gave way to the 
shifting scene to allow for the adequate staging of multi-scenic plays. The multiple 
set380 was developed to facilitate the staging of multiple scenes without set 
changes and curtains, achieving a smoother flow of action - spatial, temporal and 
conceptual - without interruption. At the same time, the multiple set allowed the 
presentation of simultaneous action in different locations, which occurs, for 
instance in Menagerie, Streetcar, Summer and Smoke and Vieux Carre, among 
others. It also allowed the creation of a number of simultaneous temporalities, as is 
required in Menagerie and in Miller's Death o f a Salesman.
In the “Afterword" to his history of American theatre design, Orville K. Larson 
lamented the loss of what he identified as the great achievements of the 'New 
Stagecraft' designers. He claimed that the self-effacing attitude of designers who 
placed their art above their egos, succinctly expressed in Jo Mielziner's precept 
that "the audience should be aware of the set for only the first thirty seconds of the 
performance and then forget it as the action of the play begins"381 had been 
replaced by self-conscious artists who expected to have their work recognised.
380 See Charles Brooks, "The Multiple Set in American Drama." The Tulane Drama Review 3, no. 2 
(December 1958): 30-41, accessed June 22, 2007, http://www.istor.org/stable/1124891.
381Larson, Scene Design in the American Theatre. 178.
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Larson's book is, admittedly, a tribute to what he regards as the never to be 
equalled achievements of the ‘New Stagecraft' designers. Whatever the integral 
relationship between play and design evident in 'New Stagecraft' designs, however, 
one could surely not describe designs by Robert Edmond Jones, Norman Bel 
Geddes, Lee Simonson or, later, Jo Mielziner, as invisible: indeed Norman Bel 
Geddes' designs have been described as “often overpowering the plays for which 
they were designed."382 Setting aside Larson's concerns, the trend toward the 
recognition of the designer is an established feature from the forties onwards.
Larson identified the concept o f‘set as theatrical metaphor' as one legacy which 
has, to him unfortunately, persisted and dominated for several decades. Whether 
or not others have shared Larson's particularly negative view of developments 
since the 1950s, the recognition of the set designer as an artist in his/her own 
right383 and the predominance of the metaphorical set is undeniable. The use of 
central visual metaphors which characterised the designs of Boris Aronson and 
others, is identifiable in the work of designers such as Ming Cho Lee, Santo 
Loquasto and others of the next 'wave' of leading designers, and in many designs 
created in more recent years.
Attitudes towards painted scenery and paint effects have fluctuated greatly since 
the 1940s. The designer Oliver Smith, who designed the first production of The 
Night of the Iguana, developed painting techniques, as opposed to architectural 
techniques, in order to accommodate the clear spaces required by dance 
productions. He used his skill as a painter, particularly of back-drops, in theatre as
382 Brockett, Mitchell and Hardberger, Making the Scene, 265.
383 The more or less official foundation for this development began in 1918 with the creation of a 
union, the United Scenic Artists of America. Its forerunner, the United Scenic Artists Union had been 
founded in 1912.
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well as ballet design. In his design for Iguana in 1961, he combined some masterful 
painted details with structural interest in his interpretation of the hotel and 
verandah spaces. Boris Aronson had used painting to soften hard architectural 
lines in his design for The Rose Tattoo in 1950. The resurgence of the painted 
backdrop during the fifties was partly due to Smith's influence as he was in 
demand during this time “as one of Broadway's most proficient designers, creating 
settings in a more painterly style than others" in an era when "[bjackdrops, wings, 
cut-out drops, and borders"384 became the fashion all over again.
By the late 1960s, Eldon Elder was claiming that "the rapid growth of repertory
and professional regional theatre"385 had created certain problems in scenic
design. He saw, and lamented, the division between the roles of scene designer and
scenic painter, resulting in the deterioration of the quality of scenic design. He also
saw the role of the designer as having broadened to that of consultant:
Today's theatre requires the designer to take an active part, to be pivotally 
involved, in all aspects of the visual theatre. The rapid growth in theatre is 
responsible for this.386
Because of the broadening of the designer's role to become a vital team-member 
with conceptual as well as artistic responsibilities, Elder advocated more 
comprehensive training. By the late 1960s the art of scene painting was no longer 
considered by all scenic designers to be the most central of the necessary skills. 
Certainly, the main function of painting in set design had become much less 
mimetic or illusionary. Jo Mielziner, whose work is characteristically painterly, and 
whose long career to 1976 created a kind of bridge between the 'New Stagecraft' 
and later twentieth-century trends in American scenography, had continued to use
384 Larson, Scene Design in the American Theatre, 133.
385 Eldon Elder, "Scene Design Problems," Educational Theatre Journal 19, no. 2, Conference on 
Theatre Research (June, 1967): 285, accessed July 14, 2009, http://www.istor.org/stable/3205341.
386 Elder, "Scene Design Problems," 285.
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painting as his primary methodology coupled with an increasing use of projections. 
In his later years, his painting style remained essentially evocative rather than 
illusionary.
In 1968, in an article dealing with design and technology, Richard Schechner 
described the nature of scenic design in terms that took it very much further than 
the idea of scene painting:
Even a bad camera can reproduce nature better and more completely than 
the best scene painter. The interest in scene design is therefore no longer 
centred on duplicating nature. Scene design has become the manipulation of 
space. Its elements include constructed material, light, costumes, bodies-in- 
motion. The scene designer no longer looks at an event; he "looks-in." 
Therefore it becomes necessary for the designer to be schooled not only in 
his basic craft and the history of design, art and architecture; he must also 
know acting, movement, environmental construction and social 
psychology.387
Schechner went on to consider the difference between the aims of set design in the
1960s and at the beginning of the twentieth century. It is pertinent to quote his
comments at length, not only because they succinctly describe the fundamental
shift in scenic design practice, but because they clearly exhibit a marked
consonance with Williams' theory o f‘plastic theatre':
... fifty years ago the central concern of designing was to duplicate a 
place.388 Today the designer is concerned with showing how one scenic 
reality is transformed into another; he must know the rules of 
transformation and movement. The setting is no longer static: often it 
participates actively in the production, harmonizing with or opposing 
thematically the gestures, movement and words of the actors.389
The expressive, participative setting Schechner describes here shares much
common ground with the kind of setting Williams envisioned in his 1940s theory
387 Richard Schechner, "Improving Design for the Technical Function: Scenography, Structure and 
Function," Educational Theatre Journal 20, 2 (August 1968): 315, accessed July 15, 2009, 
http://www.istor.org/stable/3205069.
388 Schechner is clearly writing about American set design practices as this was certainly not the 
"central concern" of design in Europe.
389 Schechner, "Improving Design for the Technical Function," 315.
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of'plastic theatre', specifically detailed in his "Notes on Music"/"Notes on a Plastic
Theatre" document, as previously quoted in full:
A theatre where the plastic arts now serving a merely auxiliary function 
would be accepted as full partners! ... not fragmentarily but completely and 
triumphantly incorporated in a theatre which is a complex of all the arts!390
This "participative" function of setting was what Williams had aimed to achieve
with the use of the legends in Menagerie: The legend or image upon the screen will
strengthen the effect of what is merely illusion in the writing."391
PART 2: DESIGNERS OF WILLIAMS PLAYS FROM 1 9 6 0  
M i n g Ch o  L e e
Among the leading lights of the scenographic generation that followed Mielziner, 
Aronson, and Ayres, were Ming Cho Lee (Liu Chen-hsiangj, Santo Loquasto, John 
Lee Beatty and Loy Arcenas. It is a perilous exercise to attempt to identify and 
categorise the design practices and characteristics of'generations' of designers, not 
least because of the variety of attitudes and processes of individual designers. 
However, a kind of succession can be established linking specific later designers to 
the first Williams designers. Several major designers have had remarkably long 
careers and so generations of designers overlap and their influence persists: 
Mielziner, for instance, continued to work at the same time as those who are 
considered to be his successors.392 Because of the notable length of Ming Cho Lee's 
career - from the 1950s to the present - coupled with his long-lasting influence, his 
oeuvre and its discernible developments and changes, serves as a useful exemplar 
of the characteristics of the period.
390 "Notes on Music"/"Notes on a Plastic Theatre” HRC. See Appendix C.
391 Menagerie, TTW, vol. 1, 230.
392 Mielziner continued his association with Williams plays in spite of the decline in popularity of 
Tennessee Williams’ later works, and was to design The Milktrain Doesn’t Stop Here Anymore in 
1963, The Seven Descents of Myrtle in 1967 and Out Cry in 1973, again creating a link between the 
first and later designers of Williams plays.
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Ming Cho Lee had worked with both Boris Aronson and jo Mielziner, for the latter 
on Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.393 Lee has been referred to as “the single most influential 
force in American stage design, both in theatre and opera"394 and indeed, many set 
designers name Lee as their most dominant influence.395 He has designed sets for 
several Williams plays, the first of which was a 1966 production of Slapstick 
Tragedy, comprising The Mutilated and The Gnädiges Fräulein, at the Longacre 
Theatre in New York. For The Gnädiges Fräulein (Fig. xii), he created a grotesquely 
distorted house "in an attempt to reflect the distortions in the characters 
themselves."396
Fig. xii. Ming Cho Lee, 1966. Design for The Gnädiges Fräulein. Model. 
Source: Arnold Aronson, American Set Design, 98.
His design draws most obviously on expressionistic techniques, but it also aligns 
Lee's aims with Mielziner's interest in expressing the inner man, and also with 
Williams' idea of'plastic theatre' which requires an expressive set design. The 
design for The Gnädiges Fraulein also demonstrated Lee's creative approach at the 
time, namely express a play in visual, emblematic language to achieve an overall
393 See Henderson, Mielziner, 206. Lee had been entrusted with the intricate task of drafting plans 
for the cabinet, deceptively easy but made difficult by the rake of the stage.
394 Arnold Aronson, American Set Design , 87.
395 These include John Lee Beatty, Marjorie Bradley Kellogg, Tony Straiges and Charles 
McClennahan. See Mary C. Henderson, Theatre in America (New York, Abrams, 1996), 215, 216, 315, 
316; and Arnold Aronson, American Set Design, 13.
396 Arnold Aronson, American Set Design, 98.
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visual statement. The design is typical of his early work in which he combined 
painted (in this case the backdrop) with architectural elements. Lee's subsequent 
designs for Williams plays have included The Glass Menagerie, 1975 (Circle in the 
Square) and also in 1979 (Guthrie Theatre, Minneapolis), 1983 (Eugene O'Neill 
Theatre, NYC) and 1991 (McCarter Theater) and The Rose Tattoo, 1995 (Circle in 
the Square), almost thirty years after his first design for a Williams play.
A twenty-first-century interview records that Lee has recognised a fundamental 
shift in his own design aesthetic since his first work in the 1950s. He says that he 
began with a focus on the visual character of his work, seeking a distilled visual 
image, often not enjoying working with directors "because I was always trying to 
force them to speak my language."397 Lee concedes that his designs during the 
sixties were highly influential - "in some way [they] changed the look of American 
scenic design,"398 but in looking back, finds that they lack emotional connection. 
His aim at the time had been to find a visual 'hook', perhaps more like Aronson 
than Mielziner, which would be emblematic of the play and which would give a 
sense of the whole. Arnold Aronson identified a connection between Lee's work 
and the spirit of the time, as "finding a vocabulary that is in sync with the 
contemporary mood - much as Jo Mielziner did in the 1940s."399
Throughout Lee's long career, certain attitudes and practices have persisted: his 
conviction of the importance of drawing to the designer; his meticulous attention 
to detail; his interest in using material appropriate to a specific design - poly-
styrene, timber, steel piping; his interest in textured surfaces and collage. His
397 Babak Ebrahimian, Sculpting Space in the Theater (Oxford: Focal Press, 2006), 92.
398 Ebrahimian, Sculpting Space in the Theater, 101.
399Arnold Aronson, Looking into the Abyss: Essays on Scenography (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan, 2005), 206.
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scenographic starting point, however, has changed considerably. Lee identified the 
shift in his basic approach about the same time that Schechner was writing that 
"[t]he scene designer no longer looks at an event; he "looks-in."400 Lee described 
his process in remarkably similar terms: “I try to get to the play from the inside, 
rather than impose an outside idea on the design. I have begun to appreciate and 
think more as a director."401 To design the set for a play, according to Lee, is to 
create a world for that play, its action and its characters; and this involves a deep 
understanding of the play, with a particular emphasis on the characters and their 
behaviour. So, rather than thinking in terms of architecture or according to a 
particular visual theory, Lee thinks firstly of performance - of the performance of 
the text and of the visual and spatial stage language appropriate to that text. His 
approach from the 1970s has become more non-illusionistic, a change which he 
attributes to working on Brecht's plays, and which is evident in his willingness to 
share the artifice of the stage - the broken illusions - with his audience: "Stagecraft 
... can be very exciting, but maybe you want to make sure people know it's a stage- 
trick."402
Lee's set for the 1983 production of The Glass Menagerie used fleecy white clouds 
in conjunction with the apartment space to suggest the play's qualities of magic 
and memory, balanced by the use of "sturdy naturalistic"403 furniture. In his review 
of the same production, Frank Rich recognised the attempts at abstraction, but had 
other reservations:
400 Schechner, "Improving Design for the Technical Function, 315.
401 Ebrahimian, Sculpting Space in the Theater, 86.
402 Ebrahimian, Sculpting Space in the Theater, 101.
403 Richard Corliss, "Moonbeams Paved with Asphalt: The Glass Menagerie,” Time Magazine. 
December 12, 1983, accessed July 15, 2009,
http://www.time.eom/time/magazine/artide/0.9171.921434.00.html.
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The exemplary designer Ming Cho Lee has created a set that appropriately 
serves the abstraction of memory rather than kitchen-sink reality, but it is 
too big, too contemporary and too icy in its austere high-tech design."404
Such comment, echoing Lee's own conclusions about his earlier work, suggests
that the overall style of the design, especially its use of modern surfaces, cut across
the essential intimacy and claustrophobia of the play.
In a review for The New York Times of the 1991 production of The Glass Menagerie, 
Mel Gussow wrote:
The staging is enhanced by Ming Cho Lee's impressionistic setting, which 
removes the walls from the Wingfield home, and in so doing adds a fluidity. 
The action remains interior; unlike other productions of "The Glass 
Menagerie" there is no representation of the bright, tempting lights of the 
Paradise Dance Hall across the alley. The Wingfields are seen in a world by 
themselves, shimmering with the beauty of a fond but rueful look back at an 
artist's formative experience. 405
The removal of the apartment walls allows for a connection between the external 
past and the interior, specifically important in the opening minutes of the play 
when the character Tom introduces the premise of the play -  a 'memory play'. 
Whereas in 1945 Mielziner used scrims to usher the audience into the present, 
taking them 'through' the apparently solid brick apartment wall, Lee's open 
concept makes the connection between Tom in the past and Amanda and Laura in 
the play's present (1930s) immediate and clear. In choosing to by-pass some 
momentary suspense and perhaps a little of the magic, Lee manages to express 
interior and exterior locations and past and present temporalities in the same 
continuous space. And while there is no visual detailing of the outside world, the
404 Frank Rich, "Theatre: Glass Menagerie," The New York Times. December 2, 1983, accessed April 
9,2012,
http://theater.nvtimes.com/mem/theater/treview.html?pagewanted=print&res-940DE6DDlE39F
931A35751C1A965948260.
405Mel Gussow, “The Limits of Love and Little Glass Animals," The New York Times, January 21.
1991, accessed July, 10, 2009,
http://theater2.nvtimes.com/mem/theater/treview.html?res=9D0CElDD133DF932A1575.
147
immediate relationship between the Wingfields and the society they deal with so 
inadequately is made clearer, and perhaps more threatening, by the open 
vulnerability of their wall-less rooms.
Lee's interpretation of'plastic theatre' is intellectually well-considered and 
exhibits his ideas spatially rather than atmospherically, expressing the situation of 
the characters, but perhaps at the expense of the poetry.
San to  Loqua st o
A student of Lee, Pennsylvania-born Santo Loquasto has been described by Arnold 
Aronson as belonging to the “tradition of Ming Cho Lee and Boris Aronson,”406 and 
therefore a legatee of the achievements of the first Williams designers. Loquasto's 
design process reveals a commitment to honouring the playwright's text and the 
director's concept and involves working very closely with the director, and with 
the director's style and concept clearly in mind: “it's usually the collaboration with 
the director that is the fun of the project and that attracts me the most."407 He sees 
himself as a constantly developing, experimental designer and particularly values a 
creative environment which allows him to explore ideas and images as the 
production develops. Like Lee, his work tends to be conceptual and his process 
often blurs the role distinctions between designer and director, perhaps 
illustrating the kind of designer that Richard Schechner described in 1968.408 
Loquasto is committed to collaboration. In a conversation with Babak Ebrahimian, 
he described the role of the designer as the interpreter of the director's vision of 
the all-important play, revealing an awareness of post-'New Stagecraft' attitudes to
406 Arnold Aronson, American Set Design, 105.
407 Interview in Arnold Aronson, American Set Design, 116.
408 Schechner, "Improving Design for the Technical Function," 315.
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theatre design, particularly those of Jo Mielziner, and of the kind of dangers Larson
detected in set design trends after the forties.
1 think American designers are encouraged not to specialize or have too 
strong a personal style; to be chameleon-like and reflect the ideas of a 
director or choreographer. To serve the story exclusively. Now, that doesn't 
mean you're not asked to make a serious contribution. But you often work 
with directors who are not interested in competing with the scenery.409
During his very long career, Loquasto has designed several Williams plays,
specifically Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, 1965, Camino Real for the Williamstown Theatre
Festivals of 1965 and 1968, The Rose Tattoo, 1968, The Glass Menagerie, 1976 and
1983, and Suddenly Last Summer in 1995 (Circle in the Square Theatre), and an Off-
Broadway production by Roundabout Theater Company in 2006. In a chapter on
Loquasto, Arnold Aronson discussed the 1983 production of The Glass Menagerie
at Hartford Stage. In this production Loquasto had explored the problem of
focussing on an inner room while allowing the surrounding area to "come to
life."410 Aronson describes the setting:
The surround was created of light boxes suggesting windows and fire 
escapes. In front ofthat was a scrim painted to suggest a brick wall. There 
were several layers of scrims creating an "atmospheric and lush" image. A 
large fire escape cut across the top of the space which forced the lights to be 
hung unusually close to the actors. Thus, instead of long shafts of light 
illuminating the actors as is usually the case, the performers were more 
isolated.411
Building on the work of Mielziner, Loquasto used complex layers of scrims which 
could appear to be either transparent or opaque, in conjunction with harder 
transparent surfaces, to create a much more compressed space than, for instance, 
Lee's design for the same play. By the use of such devices, Loquasto created a small
409 Ebrahimian, Sculpting Space in the Theater, 125.
410 In 1981, Loquasto had worked on the same kind of problem in Woody Allen’s play The Floating 
Lightbulb, a play which owed much to Williams' The Glass Menagerie and required a floating 
lightbulb effect.
411 Aronson, American Set Design, 109.
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space to visualise the cramped closeness of the Wingfield apartment, but one 
which could be expanded into a larger conceptual space by lighting around it, 
giving an illusion of limitlessness.
Loquasto attracted positive comment for his 2006 set for Roundabout Theater 
Company's production of Suddenly Last Summer. In a luke-warm review, Ben 
Brantley praised the performance of Carla Gugino as Catharine Holly while finding 
everything else "anemic". He devoted a few lines to the non-literary elements of 
sound and set design:
Dutifully delivered are the mood-cuing music and jungle sounds and the 
tropical greenhouse, part of Mrs Venable's mansion, of a set (designed with 
no-holds-barred luxuriance by Santo Loquasto). Yet these elements only 
rarely coalesce into a sense of a world of primal menace.412
Writing for Curtain Up about the same production, Elyse Sommer linked the effect
of the set, lighting and sound, in their combined expression of the thematic and
emotional thrust of the play, in a way that implies a practical understanding of the
principles of Williams' idea of'plastic theatre' that the author would certainly have
appreciated:
I've seen productions with too pretty scenery or w ith the garden's dark 
symbolism too overstated. Santo Loquasto has created just the right sort of 
dense, overgrown garden with a black iron staircase to remind us that we're 
in New Orleans. Peter Golub's incidental music and David Weiner's lighting 
subtly enhance the connection between this garden with its devouring 
creatures and vegetation and the far distant town where Sebastian was 
literally devoured by a group of starved children.413
Indeed, in 2001, Sommer had found John Coyne's set for a production of Suddenly
Last Summer for Barrington Stage to be "pretty and evocative of the place and the
412Ben Brantley, ‘"Another Maple Blossom at Risk”, The New York Times, November 16, 2006, 
accessed July 15, 2007,
http://theater2.nytimes.eom/2006/l l/16/theatre/reviews/16sudd.html?partner+rssnvt&.
413 Elyse Sommer, 2006. "Review: Suddenly Last Summer," CurtainUp, 2006, accessed July 25, 2007, 
http://www.curtainup.com/suddenlylastsummerbway.html.
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period but it is too pretty and pastel bright to capture the gothic flavour of 
doom."414
In his review of the 2006 production, David Finks described the environment 
created by Loquasto's set: "the Venables' house and garden is a vivid realization of 
the tropical jungle that Sebastian had created as a literal expression of his torrid 
mind,"415 but admonished the director and actors for not reacting to this 
environment. Here Finks brings into focus one of the most fundamental concerns 
of Williams' idea of'plastic theatre' -  the interrelatedness of design and the text as 
realised by the interpretative work of director and actors. For Tennessee Williams, 
it is not merely that it is poor acting technique to present a role without concern 
for the actor's (and more importantly the character's) environment, it is to ignore 
the essential theatrical premise that literary text, combined with performed text, 
unites with all design elements to create a total performance text.
Loy Ar cenas
The career of Philippine-born, American designer Loy Arcenas, began in the late
1970s and has included Broadway and regional productions. Like Lee, he combines
the painterly qualities of poetic realism with a more sculptural style. He concedes
that a painterly style is perhaps typical of his work, but prefers to think of his work
as sculptural, stressing the importance of lighting to help create this sculptural
quality and to enhance "the painterly quality of the set."416His works are
characterised by a bold sparseness, a precise arrangement of elements in space
and by the use of a range of textures. He has designed two Williams plays: The
414 Elyse Sommer, "Berkshire Review: Suddenly Last Summer," CurtainUp, July 2, 2001, accessed 
August 21, 2008, http://www.curtainip.com/suddenly last summer.html. The play was performed 
at Barrington Stage, Consolati Performing Arts Center, Sheffield MA.
415David Finks, "Review: Suddenly Last Summer," Theatermania, April 16, 2006, accessed July 15, 
2007, http://www.theatermania.com/content/news.cfm/story/9464.
416 Ronn Smith, American Set Design 2, 9.
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Glass Menagerie, 1989, (Arena Stage), and The Night of the Iguana, 1994,1995- 
1996 in Chicago, and again in 2007 (Roundabout Theater Company).417
He achieved a sculptural quality in his 1989 design for Menagerie, using a raised 
stage, with wooden floorboards cut away at the front through its entire thickness, 
giving a chunky, rough-carved appearance. The heavily textured walls achieved by 
the use of paint effects, clear in the model in Fig. xiii and in the production 
photograph in Fig. xiv, suggest the grime of poverty and time and neglect. It is a 
bare, grubby environment for the family, the sparseness carried through in the 
almost disconnected arrangement of the furniture as shown in Fig. xiv.
Fig. xiii. Loy Arcenas, 1989. Design for The Glass Menagerie. Model. 
Source: Smith, American Set Design 2, 11.
There is no suggestion of the fire-escapes mentioned in Williams' stage directions, 
or of height from ground level; the porch becomes a suggestion created by a railing 
of vertical wrought iron. Cut away walls, walls left open on two and a half sides of 
the apartment, a cut-away floor, non-logical breaks in the upper wall - all 
contribute to the overall abstract feeling of the set. The furniture is real, but
417 Performed for the Roundabout Theatre Company at the Criterion Center Stage Right, Manhattan.
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arranged almost geometrically to indicate the separateness of the characters from 
one another.
The very high walls - height is typical of his designs - suggest the height of the 
tenement building above the family's apartment: this impression of height is 
emphasised by the use of panels above the room and to the right and left, to 
suggest the exterior. Clearly abstract, the grid pattern of small rectangles is a 
quotation of the repeated geometric patterns of the apartment building exterior. 
Earlier inl989, Arcenas had used a repetitive arrangement of rectangles, created 
by a series of found 'real' doors and windows, in his design for John Patrick- 
Stanley's Italian-American Reconciliation. In his Menagerie set, the doors and 
furniture indicate the period of the 1930s, but there is no attempt to continue this 
into the exterior where Arcenas opts for abstraction with a touch of symbolism 
rather than realism or impressionism.
Loy Arcenas' 1994 setting for The Night of the Iguana, was positively reviewed by 
David Richards who was impressed particularly by the torrential rain of the storm
and the lush vegetation of Arcenas' set.418 A revival of the production in 1995-1996 
at the Criterion Center Stage Right, was judged by reviewer Vincent Canby to be 
"adequate”419 He did, however, comment that: "[t]he production, which includes a 
fine tropical thunderstorm, is suitably atmospheric, in large part because of the set 
design by Loy Arcenas and lighting by James F. Ingalls."420 While Tennessee 
Williams would have approved of the "atmospheric" quality of the set insofar as it 
combined with the non-design elements to express his intentions, the possibility of 
the stage effects overwhelming the "human values" would have been, to him, 
seriously problematic.
John  Le e  Beatty
Another legatee of the tradition of the first Williams’ designers, John Lee Beatty 
was also trained by Ming Cho Lee, as well as by Donald Oenslager and Jo Mielziner. 
Beatty's celebrated career began during the sixties, and has ranged from Broadway 
to the regions. He is known for his moody, evocative and often emotional421 sets 
based on meticulously considered ground plans which often seem almost classical 
in style. There is a particular quirkiness in Beatty's juxtaposition of seemingly 
incongruous materials and styles. His opinion of Boris Aronson is very telling in 
this regard: "I like Boris Aronson for the theatricality and inconsistency that makes 
for a certain rhythm in his work. His design for Cabaret, for instance, had very 
realistic scenery in one scene and painted effects in the next. It keeps things
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418 David Richards, "Review/Theater: The Night of the Iguana: Lost Souls Communing On a 
Turbulent Night," The New York Times., March 30, 1994, accessed April 9, 2012, 
http://www.nytimes.com/1994/03/30/theater/review-theater-the-night-of-the-iguana-lost-souls- 
communing-on-a-turbulent-night.html?pagewanted=all&src-pm.
419 Vincent Canby, "Tennessee Williams in Deep Complexity," The New York Times, March 22. 1996, 
accessed July 28, 2008,
http://theater2.nvtimes.com/mem/theater/treview.html? l&html title=N!G.
420 Canby, "Tennessee Williams in Deep Complexity."
421 See Ebrahimian, Sculpting Space in the Theater, 17.
alive."422 Beatty sees his role as a designer in terms of collaboration and 
interpretation with a direct responsibility to the playwright: "you are collaborating 
with the author and trying to present them properly."423 Like Lee and Loquasto, he 
thinks it important to look at the play from several points of view, so that the 
distinctions between the roles of director and designer often become indistinct. 
Given his view on playwrights, designers and directors, it is not surprising that he 
found in Tennessee Williams' play much to excite him.
His significant designs for Williams' plays include A Streetcar Named Desire, 1978, 
(Arena Stage), The Rose Tattoo, 1979 (Berkshire Theatre Festival, Lennox, MA), 
and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, 1983, (Mark Taper Forum). He also designed sets for The 
Glass Menagerie, A Streetcar Named Desire and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof for the 
Kennedy Center's Tennessee Williams Explored Festival, Washington DC, in 
August, 2004. My focus will be on these Festival designs because of Beatty's 
specifically expressed aim to engage with Williams' ideas.
In an article for Stage Directions, Deryl Davis quotes Beatty's advice to anyone 
about to tackle Tennessee Williams: "Don't take him lightly."424 He also explains 
Williams' concern for the non-textual elements of his plays: "Just about everything 
is symbolic. You've got to not only make sure the set looks right physically, but also 
that it conveys the dramatic impact that's intended." In their preparation for the 
three plays for the Festival, the scenic designer and lighting designer specifically 
aimed to accommodate Williams' ideas regarding the settings. Beatty welcomed 
the "wealth of opportunity" offered by the copious stage directions and their
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422 Aronson, American Set Design, 4.
423 Ebrahimian, Sculpting Space in the Theater, 10.
424 Deryl Davis, "Williams Over the Potomac,” Stage Directions, July, 2004, accessed September 5, 
2007, http://www.stage-directions.com/backissues/iuly04/tw.shtml.
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symbolism, perhaps an unusual view in an age where stage directions are often 
ignored. Although Beatty certainly did not attempt to follow Williams' scenic 
descriptions to the letter, his designs reveal a serious engagement with Williams' 
intentions. Davis concludes the article by referring directly to the idea basic to 
Williams' 'plastic theatre':
Although a few of Williams' original set descriptions in Menagerie, Streetcar 
and Cat have been altered for the Kennedy Center Festival, one imagines 
that the playwright would be pleased. His desire for a new, impressionistic 
theatre to replace "the exhausted theatre of realistic conventions" is 
certainly in evidence.425
Even though there is no visual connection between the three designs, Beatty was 
interested in the concept of entrapment evident in the relationship of the 
characters to their immediate environment: Maggie and Brick in their bedroom, 
Blanche in the apartment and Tom and Amanda in the cramped St Louis tenement. 
A further important spatial concern was the relationship between interior and 
exterior space; in each case, the characters have a different but important 
connection with the exterior environment. For instance, in Beatty's design the 
isolation of the Wingfield family from the outside world is made clear through the 
spatial relationship between the apartment and the exterior tenement and city in 
which tall exterior buildings are juxtaposed with the family's tiny apartment space. 
Beatty
places the Wingfields smack in the middle of urban St Louis, surrounded by 
tall fibreglass building facades. A 14-foot drop between the apartment (a 
34-by-18-foot playing space] and the street below (the trap room] 
highlights the family's isolation. The stage floor surrounding the apartment 
has been entirely removed, allowing the audience to see the city's buildings 
rising out of the basement, encircling the embattled trio.426
425 Davis, "Williams Over the Potomac".
426 Davis, "Williams Over the Potomac".
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The design presents two rooms - dining and living rooms - and the kitchen door. 
The symbolically and practically important fire escape is seen at left but there are 
no other visible means of entry into or exit from the apartment.
His design also accommodated the non-realistic devices, such as the screen images 
and the lighted portrait, that Williams considered so essential to the realisation of 
his idea of'plastic theatre'. In Beatty's designs these effects included the screen 
images, the appearance and disappearance of the portrait, and wallpaper taking on 
the image of blue roses, created by a layering process utilising scrims, computer 
printing and image projection.
Fig. xv. John Lee Beatty, 2004. Design for A Streetcar Named Desire. Production photograph. 
Source: http://www.stage-directions.com/backissues/iulv04/tw.shtml
Fig. xvi. John Lee Beatty, 2004. A Streetcar Named Desire. Production photograph. 
Source: http://www.stage-directions.com/backissues/iulv04/tw.shtml
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For A Streetcar Named Desire, Beatty chose to edit out the exterior and created the 
interior in a wide-set shallow plane, presenting the living room and bedroom, as 
can be seen in the production photographs in figures iv and v, with both rooms 
backed by very high barred windows through which the exterior can be seen.
The design for Cat on a Hot Tin Roof is more impressionistic than the others. Like 
Menagerie, Brick and Maggie's room is on the second floor, confining the 
characters to a limited and limiting space. Unlike Menagerie, however, the set 
offers much opportunity for physical movement and the play of light. Characters 
can enter from the verandah which surrounds the room on three sides. As can be 
seen in Beatty's sketches, curtains and blinds alternate to create visually rhythmic 
'soft' walls and "mile high windows"427, perhaps somewhat reminiscent of 
Mielziner's fabric walls in his original design for the play. As can be seen in the 
drawings, the blinds offer lighting opportunities while the curtains are able to 
provide gentle movement. Reminiscent of Loquasto's experiments in the creation 
of a central space for Menagerie, Beatty creates a space so that his "audience is able 
to see through layers of opened shutters, transparent scrims and iridescent chiffon 
to important offstage action," while remaining focussed on the central interior 
space.
427 Michael Portantiere, "Review/Cat on a Hot Tin Roof," Theatermania, June 21, 2004, accessed 
March 11, 2012, http://www.theatermania.com/washington-dc-theater/reviews/06-20Q4/cat-on- 
a-hot-tin-roof 4846.html.
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Fig xvii. John Lee Beatty, 2004. Design for Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. Sketch.
Source: http://www.playbill.com/news/article/111450-StageStruck-Exhibit-to-Feature- 
Broadway-Stage-and-Costume-Designs-Beginning-Nov-14.
Fig. xviii. John Lee Beatty, 2004. Design for Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. Sketch. 
Source: http://www.bing.com/images/search?q=lohn+Lee+Beatty&view=det
Beatty's designs for Williams plays offer many new ideas, but these are never at 
odds with the playwright's stated aims and ideas. He has found ways to interpret 
the idea of'plastic theatre' for the twenty-first century. Beatty's definition of a 
good set design is expressed in terms that are virtually a restatement of Williams' 
theory of 'plastic theatre':
a good design is when the fit of the design and the material is such that one 
can't tell where one stops and the other begins, and where the physical and
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visual worlds are a perfect mesh ... where the evolution of the movement of 
the actors within the scenery - and the light changing within the scenery, 
and the costumes - is on a parallel track with the play, without being 
redundant to i t ... and the look of the space has the same emotional richness 
the play itself has, without merely duplicating the author's work.428
Reg io n al  a n d  Int e r n a t io n a l  Designe rs
Since the 1980s, alongside the acclaimed, influential Broadway and Off-Broadway 
designers who have been at the forefront of scenographic development and who 
have engaged successfully -  and sometimes unsuccessfully -  with the plays of 
Tennessee Williams, there has been a growing number of designers executing 
interesting work in the regions.
For her design for The Night o f the Iguana for the 1998 production for California 
company, TheatreWorks, Andrea Bechert opted for an essentially realistic 
approach, but employed a poetic realism that is highly appropriate for this 
atmospherically charged play. Reviewer, Betsy Hunton found the play itself 
wanting, but described the production as “a beautifully staged piece of work,"429 
and the set as "a realistic portrayal of an isolated, run-down hotel nestled among 
dying palm trees on the west coast of Mexico in 1940."43° But there is more to be 
said for Bechert's sadly beautiful setting which offers a substantial coastal hotel, 
with a poetically 'inexpensive' look that accords with the tone of the play. The 
spatial arrangement provides the several separate but interrelating acting areas 
required for the action of the text. There is, perhaps, a strong verticality in the 
structure of the building which is overly formidable and undermines the sense of 
the friendly dilapidation required by the playwright. Nonetheless, the atmosphere
428 Ebrahimian, Sculpting Space in the Theater, 14.
429 Betsy M. Hunton, "Struggling with the Iguana,” January 23,1998, accessed October, 5, 2007, 
http://www.paloaltoonline.com/weeklv/morgue/listings/1998 lan 23.REVIEWl.html.
430 Hunton, "Struggling with the Iguana."
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and mood of the set and lighting make is an appropriate interpretation of'plastic 
theatre'.
Fig. xix. Andrea Bechert, 1998. Design for The Night of the Iguana. Sketch.
Source: http://www.scorpiondesigns.net/gallery.html
In spite of the reservations occasionally expressed by critics, Suddenly Last Summer 
has been regularly performed in regional and institutional American and 
international venues since the 1980s. In his set description, Williams requests a 
savage surrealistic setting, a fantastic jungle-garden, violent colours and harsh 
jungle sounds.
Wes Peters, head of the design program of the Department of Theatre and Drama 
at Indiana University, created an elegant Victorian setting for their 1999-2000 
season production. Notes included on the Department website431 indicate that the 
intention was to create a traditional Victorian Southern house design, and that the 
design should allow the house almost to disappear behind the dark and mouldy 
garden walls with only a patch of sky permitted to show through an otherwise 
black background. The garden itself is a mere suggestion and is used to frame the
431Wes Peters, "Designing the Scenery: Notes on the Scenic Design for Suddenly Last Summer," last 
modified June 9, 2000, accessed April 5, 2008, 
http://www.indiana.edu/-thtr/1999/Suddenly/ScenicNotes.htm.
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set in the manner of a Victorian painting. Even though the notes indicate that the 
garden would have been unattended since Sebastien's death and w ill have been 
allowed to go wild, there is little of this evident in the design.
In the notes, director Howard Jensen wrote that "What is needed is a civilized 
savagery ...southern warmth and psychic chill."432 While there is certainly 
chilliness in the white of the costumes, the stiff formality of the Victorian pictorial 
arrangement and in the rigid posture of the figures, any sense of feat or savagery 
has been overcome by the precise and civilised strictness. There are, however, 
more than adequate acting spaces to provide opportunity for the energy and 
passion of the actors to reach beyond the coolness of the setting.
Fig. xx. Wes Peters, 1999-2000. Design for Suddenly Last Summer. Photograph. 
Source: http://www.neilandersonlights.com/suddenly pics.html
The work of British born Annie Smart has been acclaimed in Britain and in the 
United States, and is a fine example of the internationalisation of scenic design. Her 
design for Suddenly Last Summer for Berkeley Repertory Theatre in 2003 was an 
original interpretation of Williams' staging requirements, using modern materials
432 Howard Jensen, "Director’s Notes,” last modified June 12, 2000, accessed April 5, 2008, 
http://www.indiana.edu/-thtr/1999/Suddenlv/Directornotes.htm.
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and concepts in the service of the playwright's aims. In her review of the
production, Suzanne Weiss, describes the set in terms of the atmosphere created:
From the moment the lights go up on the current production at Berkeley 
Repertory Theatre there is an oppressive hothouse atmosphere. It takes 
place in the Venable garden, filled with giant ferns which, in Annie Smart's 
surrealistic set design, look like plants from another world. Strange music 
(by Michel Roth) courses through the air. The year is 1936, but the music 
and the set seem futuristic. Timelessness is a clever way to avoid 
anachronism."433
Reviewer Richard Connema found that:
Annie Smart's New Orleans garden set is amazing. There are enormous 
curling green leaves pressed against the two story glass walls. It is 
positively breathtaking. The light by Chris Parry is also astonishing since 
the walls go from a cool green to sweltering reds and violets and 
occasionally the stage lights up in blinding white lights. The direction by Les 
Walters is masterful.434
Fig. xxi. Annie Smart, 2003. Design for Suddenly Last Summer. Production photograph. 
Source: http://livedesignonlin.com/mag/lighting garden evil/
Smart's design was essentially a box used conceptually to apply a narrow focus to 
the human specimens in the play to be examined as if‘under glass'. The perspex
433 Suzanne Weiss, "Suddenly Last Summer," Culturevulture.net: choices for the cognoscenti, 
February 13, 2003, accessed August 21, 2007,
http://www.culturevulture.net/Theater/SuddenlyLastSummer.htm.
434 Richard Connema, "Tennessee Williams’ Suddenly Last Summer is Stark Drama at its Finest," 
Talkin’ Broadway regional review, accessed October 18, 2007, 
http://www.talkinbroadway.com/regional/calif.
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walls were used as light boxes, allowing a range of evocative colour changes; the 
marked changes in the appearance of the setting, as well as changes in the 
emotional values of the setting from formidably gloomy to bright and cheerful, are 
well illustrated in the photographs, Figs, xxi -  xxiii.
The jungle-garden is there, kept at a distance behind its restraining walls, an effect 
achieved by images seemingly pressed against the glass, emphasising their 
function as museum specimens, or even as remnants of a romanticised past, 
pressed for preservation.
Fig. xii. Annie Smart, 2003. Design for Suddenly Last Summer. Production photograph. 
Source: http://livedesignonlin.com/mag/lighting garden evil/
Fig. xxiii. Annie Smart, 2003. Design for Suddenly Last Summer. Production photograph. 
Source: http://livedesignonlin.com/mag/lighting garden evil/
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Achieving the appropriate emotional balance in productions of Suddenly Last 
Summer seems to present real difficulties to directors and designers. To 
demonstrate this difficulty, I cite Marina Draghici's set for a 1994 production 
directed by JoAnne Akalaitis for the Hartford Stage Company, a production which 
seems to have been a case of too much of the right thing. In his review of the 
production, Ben Brantley's assessment was that, in spite of an abundant use of 
colour and a lavish attention to detail, the production lacked the appropriate 
emotion.
Plays don't get much more febrile than “Suddenly Last Summer.'' ... So why 
does JoAnne Akalaitis's mounting of the work ...seem so chilly? This ever- 
adventurous director has achieved the seemingly impossible: she has 
sucked the emotion out of a Tennessee Williams drama. ...Certainly, she has 
stoked her production of this grisly tale of sex, art and cannibalism with 
enough hallucinogenic effects to induce delirium. In the hands of the 
designer, Marina Draghici, the garden of the New Orleans mansion in which 
the play is set has been turned into a reverie out of Salvador Dali.435
The indulgently excessive set included a floating chandelier; a huge rocky bank
carved into the menacing image of a raptor's head; a pool that belched clouds of
steam; a luminous Venus Fly Trap and a scrim lighted with the colours of a bloody
sunset. Coupled with a complex soundscape, the set seems to comply with all the
staging requirements proposed in Williams' text, but this is merely a surface, quite
literal, compliance without engagement with the theory of'plastic theatre' that
underpins the staging description. Overladen with visual images and metaphorical
messages, such a design is in danger of competing with the work of the actors and
with the ideas of the play. In spite of the abundance of plastic and atmospheric
elements, such excess renders the balance between text, design and human values
that Williams' required for his vision of'plastic theatre' impossible.
435 Ben Brantley, "Tennessee Williams, Chilled Out, New York Times, December 10, 1994, accessed 
August 21, 2007,
http://theater2.nvtimes.com/mem/theater/treview.html7res-9C07ElD61039F933A257.
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Fig. xxiv. Christopher Oram, 2004. Design for Suddenly Last Summer, Production 
photograph.
Source: http://www.theaterpro.com/pl williams2.html.
British designer, Christopher Oram also designed an excessive, but less indulgent, 
set for Suddenly Last Summer for a 2004 production at the Albery Theatre,
London. This production was directed by Michael Grandage with lighting by 
Howard Harrison and with Diana Rigg as Violet Venable. In her review of the 
production, Lizzie Loveridge, began by mentioning the set design: "From the 
moment we see Christopher Oram's massive closed steel drum with rays of light 
breaking randomly through the apertures where the steel has rusted away, we 
know that his will be visually something very special.”436 The central drum 
structure revolved and opened to display Sebastien's garden through the steam, 
beside a highly stylised Venables' house. Huge twisted metal flowers represented 
the garden in a set that was "as tortuous and overbearingly oppressive as Mrs 
Venable's hold on her family life."437 According to the reviewer, the visual setting 
combined with the soundscape to create a forceful message: "The messages are not
436 Lizzie Loveridge, "Suddenly Last Summer," Curtain Up (The Internet Theater Magazine of reviews, 
Features, Annotated Listings, May 14, 2004, accessed August 2, 2009, 
http://www.curtainup.com/suddenlylastsummerlondon.html.
437 Loveridge, "Suddenly Last Summer."
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subtle nor understated, this is 1930s Southern life in full technicolour, gory and 
painful, as devouring as any spider."438
Although Oram's set, shown in Figs, xxiv and xxv, made a powerful statement in its 
own right, its visual imagery is well attuned to the concepts of the play, supporting 
the text without overpowering it. The hard metal materials may seem at odds with 
Williams' description of "massive tree-flowers that suggest organs of a body, torn 
out, still glistening with undried blood," but the huge red flowers of Oram's set are 
expressive of the kind of prehistoric natural violence Williams describes. 
Appropriately excessive and violent, the elements of this set facilitated the work of 
the actors to signify the predatory nature of the characters and the violence that is 
key to the play's message.
Fig. xxv. Christopher Oram, 2004. Design for Suddenly Last Summer. Production photograph. 
Source: http://imagesl.variety.com/graphics/photos/reviews/rsuddenly last summer.jpg.
Internationally acclaimed veteran British designer, Ralph Koltai,439 created an 
essentially surrealistic design for Suddenly Last Summer for a production, which he 
also directed, in 1998 at the Nottingham Playhouse. Koltai has said that, in his
438 Loveridge, "Suddenly Last Summer."
439 Ralph Koltai, of Hungarian descent, was born in Berlin in 1924 and has lived in Britain since 
1939.
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design process, “the most important way in is to find out what the play is about, the 
metaphor for the play, not where it takes place or whether the door is on the left or 
the right. The play isn't about a door, it is about somebody coming on stage."440 
Ming Cho Lee has expressed a fundamentally similar opinion: "I try to get to the 
play from the inside, rather than impose an outside idea on the design. I have 
begun to appreciate and think more as a director," 441 An intuitive designer, Koltai's 
aim is to create a visual world on stage that provides the precise environment 
necessary for the performance of the play.
Fig. xxvi. Ralph Koltai, 1998. Design for Suddenly Last Summer. Model.
Source: http://raIphkoltai.com/theatre/gallerv/ipg/suddenlyLastSummer.ipg
This in no way implies a literal adherence to the details of set descriptions. Quite
the contrary is true as his work is characteristically conceptual, visually abstract
and sculptural in form. Pamela Howard has written of his approach, that:
he has redefined the traditional role of the designer in the modern theatre, 
being amongst the first to insist that the designer was not here to draw up 
the director's idea, but to contribute to the whole concept of the production,
440 Ralph Koltai, interview in Tony Davis, Stage Design (Crans-Pres-Celigny, Switzerland: Rotovision, 
2001), 28.
441 Ebrahimian, Sculpting Space in the Theater, 86.
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providing an entire visual world that will throw a new light on a play or 
opera.442
Like Lee, Loquasto, Arcenas and Beatty, Koltai's vision has implied an insight intc 
the territory traditionally assigned to the director. For these designers, the 
interdependence between text and visual environment is so complete as to requre 
writer, director and designer each to fully understand the work of each other. It is 
significant that Koltai directed as well as designed his production of Suddenly Las: 
Summer whose author's vision is of a theatre in which words and the plastic 
elements can work in expressive unity.
Koltai's set creates a new ordering of all the elements required in Williams' set 
description and demonstrates an original interpretation of the central concept of 
the play. Dominated by the huge head of Sebastien, the elements of the set are 
juxtaposed in discrete relation to each other, reflecting the dysfunctional 
relationships between the play's characters. The head of Sebastien provides the 
entrance to his garden - as the characters enter, they are visually devoured by the 
predator whose life is the dominant focus of the play. With a surrealistic 
(dis)regard for scale, the huge head is balanced by other symbolic artefacts of 
Sebastien's artistic life and by elements, such as the surprisingly delicate 
suggestion of Mrs Venable's house and furniture, creating overall a "seminal visual 
idea that enables a piece of work to be totally expressed in the theatre space." 443
American designer Jeff Cowie, working with director Michael Wilson, has emerged 
as somewhat of a Williams specialist whose work has seriously addressed 
Williams' ideas and aims. He has shown an awareness, especially in his design for
442 Pamela Howard, "A Distinctive Vision," in Ralph Koltai: Designer for the Stage, ed. Sylvia 
Backemeyer (London: Nick Hern, 2003), 103-104.
443 Howard, "A Distinctive Vision," 104.
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Camino Real, of Williams' desire to break away from the conventions of realistic 
theatre. The 1999 Hartford Stage production, directed by Wilson, was more a 
revision than a revival, which, according to reviewer John Long, "followed the 
spirit of Williams's intent while changing the text of the play with the approval of 
the Williams estate."444 The performance began with music and soft lighting, 
dancing soldiers and tourists, rather like a travel brochure. The music stopped and 
the lighting darkened, revealing shadows and a dead dog. "These strong images 
created abrupt shifts in tone, mood, theme, and theatrical style that matched 
Williams's vision of a plastic theatre."445
The Hartford Stage space, with its audience on three sides, may provide challenges 
for directors and designers, but in the case of Camino Real, it provided an ideal 
space for Williams' multi-stylistic, anti-realist play. Using the central acting area 
for all scenes, Cowie ensured the flow of action and the possibility of sudden shifts 
in mood and atmosphere by the use of lighting and set devices. The lighting states 
ranged from the lyrically beautiful, the energetic and exciting, to stark and 
disturbing, creating the kind of participative set that Schechner wrote about in 
19 6 8.446 Cowie utilised a four-sided equivalent to the Ancient Greek device of the 
periaktoi, with a different image on each surface so that location changes could be 
indicated with a turn of the cube. "Using one set piece for many purposes kept the 
pace from lagging and also reflected the idea that appearances shift and that reality 
is not concrete."447
444 John Long, "Review of Camino Real,” Theatre Journal 52.3 (2000): 422-424, accessed June 15, 
2010, http://muse.ihu.edu/journals/theatre iournal/v052/52.31ong.html.
445 Long, "Review of Camino Real."
446 See Schechner, "Improving Design for the Technical Function," 315.
447 Long, "Review of Camino Real."
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Fig. xxvii. Jeff Cowie, 1999. Design for Camino Real. Production photograph.
Source: http://www.ieffcowie.com/designs.html.
That in this production, the lyrical poetic quality of Williams' written language was 
fused with vivid visual imagery demonstrates the most fundamental principle of 
‘plastic theatre'. The production also demonstrated the influence of Williams' 
theatre aesthetic on directors and designers.
Although the aim of this brief look at the legacy of Williams' ideas through the 
work of the first and subsequent designers of his works, has not been to denigrate 
any particular designer's work, it is possible to demonstrate the principles of 
‘plastic theatre' by reference to productions that do not attempt to address these. 
One particular production, as reviewed by John Lahr in The New Yorker in 2010, 
pinpoints the nature of Williams' 'plastic theatre' by demonstrating what it is not. 
Finding the production “more of a bowdlerization that an interpretation,'' he 
disapproved of the premise of the production - “Edelstein's corny directorial 
trope"-as happening inside the head of Tennessee Williams as he writes his 
memory play, visualised to the audience by the downstage writing desk that 
remained throughout the performance. While one can imagine that such a premise 
might work conceptually, in this production it was not supported by the plastic
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elements of “light, sound and symbols to give shape to the ghostly quality of 
[Tom's] own internal world."448 To this reviewer at least, the production provided 
none of these:
There is no social context - no tenement, no fire escape, no cramp "hive-
like" apartment to visually reinforce Tom's parlous “two-by-four situation - 
and, worst of all, no lyricism.449
CONCLUSION
The designers who have most successfully accommodated the principles of'plastic' 
theatre' in their designs for Tennessee Williams' plays, have been those who 
understood the inter-relatedness of text and design and the inter-relatedness of 
the roles of writer, director, designer and actors. Some designers have sought for a 
central symbol or an overarching concept, while other have claimed that they need 
to think like a director.
From the works of this necessarily selective and small sample of designers, it is 
evident that to design a successful set for a Tennessee Williams' play does not 
necessarily require a knowledge, or even an awareness of, Williams' 'plastic 
theatre.' What is required is an awareness of the need to engage directly with the 
plays and find ways to express them in a setting that allows true integration of the 
elements of the set, including lighting and sound, with the work of the actors. 
Attitudes to style - particularly realism and the reactions against it -  have shifted 
over the past century, as have attitudes towards the role of the designer - as scenic 
painter, as artist and as visual interpreter. Questions as to whether the dominant 
vision of a production should be that of the playwright or that of the director, have 
been debated but remain, to some, unanswered. Various designers have clearly
448 John Lahr, "Telling it Like it Isn’t: The Glass Menagerie' re-staged", New Yorker, April 5, 2010, 82.
449 Lahr, "Telling it Like it Isn't,” 82.
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followed the vision of the director while others, such as Lee in his later work, 
Beatty and Koltai, have sought within the play for their own directorial vision. In a 
sense, the journey that has resulted in scene designers now being seen as 
scenographers who serve the play, has been a journey towards an acceptance of 
the principles of Williams' theory of'plastic theatre'
Over the decades of the twentieth century, designers have defended their art and 
the importance of their contribution to the staged production. Possibly in the work 
of the international designer, Ralph Koltai, do we find the ultimate expression of 
the role of the designer.
In 2003, Trevor Nunn, Director Emeritus of the Royal Shakespeare Company, 
wrote about the scenographer's art, expressing what to many is the accepted 
current attitude. The coincidence with Williams' views demonstrates the 
prescience of the playwright who struggled from the 1930s to articulate his idea of 
'plastic theatre':
When asked to provide the setting for a play, the good designer doesn't try 
to produce an 'art object', complete, finished, and subject only to aesthetic 
laws. However beautiful in itself such a work might be, it is unlikely that it 
will require a play to be performed on it. The best theatre designs are 
incomplete without the actors, just as good theatre writing needs to be 
acted before it will come alive.
The theatre is a collaborative art, best undertaken in generous 
collaboration. Plays are illuminated and communicated by actors, directors 
and designers, but their work is individually incomplete, and entirely 
interdependent.450
450 Trevor Nunn, introduction to Ralph Koltai: Designer for the Stage, 8.
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CHAPTER FOUR: 'plastic theatre' in practice - three case studies
The focal task of this thesis is the exploration of Tennessee Williams' idea of 
'plastic theatre', locating its origins within the theatrical context of the period, with 
the object of identifying its chief principles and seeking something approaching a 
definition of'plastic theatre,' as a starting point from which to demonstrate its 
application to theatre production, and especially to set design.
The fact that Williams' theory essentially asserts that in production the physicality 
of the stage environment is as important as the text, allows us to deduce that the 
manner in which the stage space is arranged is a crucial performance element. It 
follows, therefore, that the notion of'plastic theatre' has significant implications 
for the practice of set design, and so my foremost emphasis in this thesis has been 
on set design. I have, therefore, considered the historical context of American set 
design so as to contextualise the work of designers of Williams plays, from the first 
to more recent designers, examining their work in order to determine how these 
engaged with the details of the plays and with Williams' notion of'plastic theatre'.
The ultimate intention of this thesis project has been to demonstrate the 
relationship between Williams' idea of'plastic theatre' and what is now generally 
termed the art of scenography. During the twentieth century, the role of the scenic 
artist or designer developed from scenic painter, through set designer to 
scenographer, an inclusive title which implies much more than the creator of 
scenery or of the visual elements of play production. Arnold Aronson describes the 
term scenography as carrying "a connotation of an all-encompassing visual-spatial 
construct as well as the process of change and transformation that is an inherent
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part of the physical vocabulary of the stage."451 As 'scenographer,' the designer's 
responsibility is for more than the visuality of the stage, and he/she is charged 
with the task of creating a stage environment in tune with Ming Cho Lee's 
contention, in the 1980s, that the designer should think like a director, or with 
Schechner's idea, in the 1960s, of a participative or performative set, or with 
Tennessee Williams' idea, in the 1940s, of a 'plastic theatre.'
In chapter 4, the relationship between scenography and 'plastic theatre' is 
explored through three case studies, a practical research methodology in which the 
findings from the examination of his theory in chapters 1, 2 and 3 are applied to 
the practice of creating set designs for three specific Williams plays. Accordingly, in 
this chapter I present and discuss the scenographic designs which I devised and 
built for productions of three Williams works. The first two were designs for 
productions of The Night of the Iguana and Suddenly Last Summer, directed by 
Geoffrey Borny for seasons of the Papermoon company at The Australian National 
University Arts Centre in 2004 and 2005. For my third case study, the design for 
Cat on a Hot Tin Roof was devised and built for a season of performances by the 
Free Rain Company at the Canberra Theatre Courtyard Studio, directed by 
Canberra director Jordan Best in 2009.
Even after working on his most 'plastic' plays, Menagerie, The Rose Tattoo and 
Camino Real, Williams was frustrated by his own perceived failure to make his 
theory clear. The frustration, if not the theory, is made clearer in his many articles, 
prefaces, letters interviews, notes and journals discussed earlier, and while he 
referred to 'plastic theatre' occasionally in these, he made no attempt to present
451 Arnold Aronson, Looking into the Abyss: Essays on Scenography (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 2005), 7.
his theory in any way more comprehensive than in the notes to ‘Menagerie. It is 
evident, however, that he believed his plays to be demonstrations of his theory and 
so it is to the plays that we must look for expansion and explication of his idea. In 
chapter 1 ,1 identified references to 'plastic theatre' in several of his 'major' plays.
In this current chapter I report how these were interpreted in the three 
productions I designed. I am convinced of the demonstrable value to be had from a 
direct engagement with the playwright's work in a real production, a conviction 
strengthened by the fact that each production I worked on yielded new 
understanding of what Williams was reaching for in his quest for a 'plastic theatre'.
For The Night of the Iguana and Suddenly Last Summer, the director, Geoffrey 
Borny agreed to participate in an experiment in which the customary roies of the 
director and designer were given an unusual weighting. Such an agreement and 
experimental approach was particularly generous of Borny, as it is usual, in this 
age of the director, for the director of a play to assume the first and final say. 
Customarily it is his or her vision and interpretation of the text and its stage 
realisation which forms the basis of all aspects of the production, including design 
and all visual components. Even in productions when designers (of set, costume, 
lighting and sound) are given much freedom, the final word belongs to the director. 
In this experiment, Borny agreed that the role of the designer should be privileged. 
He agreed that the designer's interpretation of the text, as expressed in the spatial 
arrangement and all design elements, should determine the way that the 
production would proceed. He agreed to take on board the designer's 
interpretation and to direct the play from this stance and in the space and visual
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imagery created by the designer.
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The arrangement worked well, not in the least part because Borny's interpretation 
of the plays coincided largely with my own and because of our mutual commitment 
to honouring the playwright's vision. We agreed that the first step in discovering 
this vision was to be found in the text itself and so our process began with a 
thorough reading of the plays, including all set descriptions, stage directions and 
notes. This starting point is accepted by most designers of any play, and although 
designers and directors often choose to ignore a playwright's design notes, my 
process was to accept ah the words of Williams' texts as the primary source of our 
attempt to discover 'plastic theatre.' We followed the customary design procedure, 
meeting from the outset to discuss the play in order to discern the major ideas of 
the play, to establish the major spatial requirements and to make sure that our 
priorities were compatible. Throughout the process Borny did indeed "take on 
board the designer's interpretation” and directed the play within the visual/aural 
environment I created.
Th e  Nig h t  o f  t h e  Ig u an a
The Night of the Iguana takes its characters, and its audience, through a long dark 
night of despair, struggle, self-discovery and eventually survival. As Borny wrote 
in the Director's Notes in the production program, "the major characters of the 
play are all at the end of their tether"452 in this struggle for survival. I began with 
the belief that The Night of the Iguana is essentially a realistic play, although 
subsequently I have had cause to revise this opinion to some degree. The dialogue 
is largely, but certainly not entirely, realistic, and the environment in which the 
characters interact - with each other and with their environment - also has an 
overall feeling of realism. But, as C.W.E. Bigsby has said, "There are no sets in a
452 The programme is included in the accompanying DVD.
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Williams play which merely provide the context for action. They are, without 
exception, charged with a symbolic function. " 453
The symbols are often objects - a glass animal, a rose, an iguana. The iguana and 
its plight symbolise the nightmares and demons of the characters, the problems 
they struggle with and which tie them down, problems which they cling to, too 
afraid to let go. And statements are also made by the precise use of sounds, off-
stage comments, light and other effects, such as the rain in Iguana. But the set for 
this play is more than a realistic set with symbols: it is a whole environment, a total 
theatrical image which completes Williams' script - precisely what Williams rather 
ungrammatically referred to as "a complex of all the arts ."454 It became evident to 
me that the appropriate response to Williams' requirements was to create a setting 
that was experiential and atmospheric rather than an accurate photographic 
representation of his description. To elaborate by example: the storm which 
comes at the end of Act II, as the climax of the play, is no mere scenic novelty. The 
storm that develops (visually and aurally) throughout Act II is a manifestation of a 
building tension within the characters, particularly Shannon who is ultimately 
brought to breaking point at the moment the storm breaks. He associates his god 
with the storm and has reached the moment in which he can face this god at the 
climax of the storm. This is an apocalyptic moment for the character, and for the 
expression of the play's themes - and for the designer.
As is true of many of Williams' plays, The Night o f the Iguana is not primarily plot- 
driven. The real 'plot' is what happens inside the main characters, displaying an 
emphasis on the "inner man" such as Mielziner had recognised in The Glass
453 Bigsby, Modern American Drama, 35.
454 "Notes on Music"/"Notes on a Plastic Theatre." HRC. See Appendix A.
Menagerie.455 Although the play deals with a cluster of characters who have 
reached the end of their respective tethers, the focus is ultimately on Shannon.
And although the other characters are, to varying degrees, drawn with some 
complexity, we see them mostly in terms of their relationship to the central 
character.
An episcopal priest who was locked out of his church for "[fjornication and heresy 
. . .  in the same week,"456 Shannon comes to the hotel Costa Verde weak from his 
struggles with his twin demons of alcohol and insanity and from his battle with his 
god, or with his perception of god; as he says, "I don't have a dime left in my 
nervous emotional bank account."457 Hannah Jelkes, who accompanies Shannon 
through the greater part of his dark night, herself at the end of her own private 
tether, comes to him as ministering angel and confessor. She appears controlled 
and in control, but she too has fought her demons in the past and is now keeping 
them at bay, on the edge of a despair that lies beneath the calm surface. Hannah 
and Shannon recognise a kinship in each other, a bond which stems from mutual 
need. It is her act of kindness which sparks the break in Shannon and places him 
on his road to redemption.
Williams takes the characters out of their customary environments in order to fully 
expose their problems. He brings them to a kind of hothouse environment where 
the heat is turned on them so that their problems - their failings and desperation - 
are highlighted. Here these problems can be confronted, explored and tested. The 
environment (space, light and sound) in which this takes place is more than a
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455 See Mielziner, Designing for the Theatre, 126.
456 Iguana, TTW, vol. 4, 302.
457 Iguana, TTW, vol. 4, 267.
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context; it helps to illuminate the characters' problems and is complicit in their 
redemption.
From the beginning of the play, Shannon spends a great deal of time in his 
hammock, yet another symbol; he also spends much of Act III tied to it while he 
and Hannah talk through the long night after the storm. The hammock is at once a 
symbol of isolation, separation and protection, a visual poetic conceit which 
functions to express opposing ideas simultaneously. It signifies Shannon's 
separation from his surroundings and environment, suspending him above the 
ground where others must tread. Although it identifies him as one apart, one 
isolated and estranged from his surroundings and other humans, it also envelops 
him, protecting him from the slings and arrows aimed at him. Because of this I felt 
that the hammock should be as close to the centre of the stage as possible, as 
shown in the diagrams (Figs, xxviii and xxix) and in the photograph (Fig. xxx).
Many other designers, including the first designer Oliver Smith, have come to a 
similar conclusion. Photographs of productions very often feature Shannon in his 
hammock as the anchoring image of the play.458
The positioning of the hammock was also important from other points of view. 
Subsequent to the breaking of the storm, itself signifying an equally violent 
breakdown in the character of Shannon, is the long, quiet third act, consisting 
mostly of the long, dark night of the soul which constitutes the redemptive core of 
the play. In this scene, Shannon and Hannah must sit very close to each other as
458 Many examples can be found. On the website for the 2001 production of the play by Philadelphia 
based Iron Age Theater, two of the five photographs show Shannon in his hammock, 
http://www.ironagetheatre.org/iguana.html. For similar images see the review of the 2006 
Berkshire Theatre Festival, Stockbridge, MASS production,
http://www.curtainup.com/nightoftheiguanabtf.html: or the review of the 2007 production by The 
American Players Theater, Wisconsin, http://thirdcoastdigest.com/2007/Q9/the-night-of-the- 
iguana/
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they enact an intimate conversation which, for both, must demonstrate a process 
of healing, of death and rebirth. Shannon cannot move, imprisoned as he is in his 
hammock, and it is inappropriate that Hannah should move except for the small 
movements required to brew the herbal tea which she prescribes and administers 
The problems that can be associated with long, static scenes in which two 
characters converse, are lessened by the central placement, allowing the use of 
lighting to create focus and the impression of a safe, intense space. To create this 
effect we used soft spotlights to focus on Shannon and Hannah. In several of his 
designs for Williams plays, Mielziner made use of the spotlight to emphasise 
particular characters at specific times in the play, 459 as also to cut across the 
conventions of realistic logic, to underline certain moments in the play and to 
highlight the characters' bodies. The lessons learned from such precedents were 
found to be very successful in this scene, and also in the storm scene where a 
spotlight was used to place Shannon visually within the storm.
Fig. xxviii. 2004. Design forTTie Night of the Iguana. Ground plan.
459 This technique was also employed by Boris Aronson in The Rose Tattoo. Mielziner’s use of this 
technique in Streetcar is discussed in chapter 2 above.
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For all three projects, as indicated earlier, the first step of the design process was 
to study the set requirements as Williams presents them in his design notes, and as 
I interpreted them from the play itself. As is usual for Williams, he writes at length 
to describe the details of the visual setting, the lighting, the effects and sounds he 
requires in order to create the precise atmosphere. Sometimes his descriptions 
seem excessive in their detail, and taken literally, may seem to verge on the 
ludicrous. His scenic descriptions, however, are poetic evocations of atmosphere 
which aim to express the desired effect. Ultimately, it is crucial to recognise that 
Williams' descriptions are poetically expressed and not intended for literal 
interpretation. Williams' scenic notes and staging descriptions should be regarded 
as an invitation to a shared vision.
ELEVATION SCALE I -50
T h e . Mig h t  O f  T h e ; Ig u a n a
Fig. xxix. 2004. Design for The Night of the Iguana. Elevation drawing.
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Fig. xxx. 2004. Design for The Night of the Iguana. Photograph: Centre Stage from Down 
Stage Left position.
Sometimes his poetic descriptions present his vision of the theatrical moment or
'plastic moment' in which scenographic elements bond with the text and action. A
good example from Iguana is the description of the storm, which begins:
A fine silver sheet of rain descends off the sloping roof, catching light and 
dimming the figures behind it.
And later:
The storm, with its white convulsions o f light, is like a giant white bird 
attacking the hilltop o f the Costa Verde.460
Literally impossible, when poetically interpreted this description evokes an image
of the kind of transcendence he was aiming for.
In practical, non-poetic terms, the set needed to be fairly large overall to 
accommodate the number of acting spaces and levels required. The total size of the 
completed set was 16 metres wide and 10.6 metres deep, utilising the total depth
460 Iguana, TTW, vol. 4, 286.
183
of the ANU Arts Centre stage. The distance from floor to the underside of the 
gantry allows for a maximum height of 7.5 metres.
The play's setting is a hotel, the Costa Verde Hotel, which stands at the top of a hill 
overlooking a beach on the coast of Mexico. The hotel is adjacent to a rain forest, 
“among the world's wildest and loveliest populated places,''461 which acts as a 
buffer between the hotel and the beach. In his description, Williams asks to see the 
front and side of a roofed and railed verandah which appears to run all around the 
hotel building. Below the raised verandah are shrubs, a sign of cultivation, but “at 
the sides we see the foliage of the encroaching jungle." On the visible wall of the 
building "are the doors of a line of small cubicle bedrooms" which are screened to 
allow them to be lit from within. Opinions of characters such as Miss Feliowes, 
indicate that the hotel is run-down and not particularly clean and that that the 
rooms are primitive and shabby: "they'd make a room at the "Y" look like a suite at 
the Ritz."462 All these elements were interpreted fairly literally in the set, as can be 
seen in Fig. xxxii, a photograph of the front of the hotel building taken from a high 
(non-audience) position, and also in Fig. xxxi, showing the cubicle 'wing' of the 
building.
Rather than use suggested scrim to allow for the different lighting states from 
outside and from within the cubicles, I chose to use fly-screening wire on the doors 
as this seemed an apt opportunity to use literally realistic material in the service of 
a non-realistic and atmospheric effect.
461 Iguana, TTW, vol. 4,228.
462 Iguaua, TTW,vol.4, 273.
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Fig. xxxi. 2004. Design for The Night of the Iguana. Photograph: detail of the line of cubicle rooms at 
Stage Right.
Because the hotel is on a hill, we needed to suggest an incline, and an indication 
that people were actually climbing up to the hotel. I used three main levels, graded 
to create the suggestion of a hilltop; the actors were able to work in collaboration 
with the spaces and levels of the set to make this suggestion of inclination 
successful.
Most of the action takes place in the fairly confined space of the "wide verandah of 
the hotel" itself and although the play calls for different acting areas within this, 
considering the nature of the action, I concluded that the space did not need to be 
large. In this central acting area I created several acting levels within the fairly 
restricted space, partly to contribute to the illusion of height and of a general 
incline and partly to allow interesting movement about the space. Fig. xxxiii shows 
the required spaces on the deck and on the ground in front and behind the hotel 
building, immediately proximate and at a distance and with access to the roof.
185
Fig. xxxii. 2004. Design for The Night of the Iguana. Photograph: high view taken from Stage Left.
Fig. xxxiii. 2004. Design for The Night of the Iguana. Photograph: from front.
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The script required that the tropical, lived-in space of the hotel surrounded by an 
encroaching jungle. The surrounding jungle works to underline the characters' 
isolation and separation from the world, so important to the play, an impression 
visually established quickly and remaining throughout the play. Robert Edmond 
Jones' comment on the functions of scenery -  "A stage setting is not a background; 
it is an environment"463 -  is most apropos here. As in so many of Tennessee 
Williams' plays, the environment is much more than a location or a setting for 
action. Although the hotel is "rather rustic and very Bohemian" and "primitive," its 
setting is beautiful and the audience needs to believe that while characters like 
Miss Fellowes may find the conditions unpalatable, others w ill be able to look 
beyond the surface dilapidation to see it as a place of refuge and renewal.
The creation of an intense tropical atmosphere, an atmosphere that is almost 
palpable, is essential to the play. To help create this atmosphere I felt very 
strongly that a range of textures was called for -  wood, trees and foliage, stones. 1 
used scoria, woodchip, rough timbers, used and found materials and some paint 
effects. In a sense I was equating the abstract notion of atmosphere with the 
physical qualities of texture. Because I wanted the timbers to look genuinely old 
and weathered, I dismantled an old deck in order to get the right texture. It was 
also very important to evoke a sense of heat and damp. Although it is not 
appropriate to make it actually hot -  pity -  I used colour, light, texture and other 
visual and aural elements to suggest the oppressive heat. Even though small mist 
machines were placed throughout the forest plants to help suggest humidity, 
ultimately it was the actors who made this clear.
463 Jones, The Dramatic Imagination, 24.
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Sounds are highly important in this play; in effect they take on the function that 
music has in plays such as The Glass Menagerie. The accumulative effect of the 
lighting and sound effects which signify the approaching storm has been 
mentioned earlier. The lighting of the storm was achieved by a series of lighting 
cues which began almost at the beginning of Act II and continued until its climax at 
the end of the act. There is some indication of this in the photographs (Fig. xxxiv 
and Fig xxxv] which show just two of the lighting states which contributed to the 
storm. Working in collaboration with a sound engineer, a soundscape was 
designed, consisting of jungle sounds including animals and birds, branches falling, 
trees creaking, and the like. Over this was laid the specific sound cues of wind, sea 
sounds, bird cries as well as the music. The building of the sounds of storm in 
association with the lighting plot was quite complex. The basic soundscape was 
played almost, but not entirely, continuously. Fans were used to create a varying 
wind intensity and movement, and were used in conjunction with the wind sound 
effects. A permanent water feature, part of the hotel garden, provided a visual 
effect as well as the continuous sound of water running.
And the rain. It took some experimentation to devise a 'low-tech' way to create 
rain which would fall on Shannon and at the same time suggest rain on the rest of 
the set. Williams' instructions regarding the storm were taken very seriously: "[i]n 
staging, the plastic elements should be restrained so that they don't take 
precedence over the more important human values."464
464 Iguana, TTW, vol. 4, 326.
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Fig. xxxiv. 2004. Design for The Night of the Iguana. Photograph: showing lighting for the 
de 1
Fig. xxxv. 2004. Design for The Night of the Iguana. Photograph: Centre; developing gloom. 
According to Williams, not the words, but the human values, are to be given 
precedence, and indeed at the very end of the scene, there are no words. I did not 
want it to rain over the whole stage and chose three areas, focussing of course on 
Shannon at centre stage. We actually made it rain in three areas and combined 
with lighting, sound and the action, the overall rain effect was no longer a series of 
theatrical devices, but part of a complete theatrical image. In spite of the difficulties
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of coinciding the lighting 'special' on Shannon's body with the rain effect, the rain 
was ultimately a source of revelation for me. Once achieved, it was a true 
theatrical experience -  a multi-layered theatrical image, even with the low-budget 
unsophisticated equipment available. The character of Shannon stood there, naked 
to the waist, confronting his god in the form of the elements, arms outstretched 
with the real sweat on his body mingling with the rain. This was a moment which 
really did "evade words" and a poetic moment which demonstrated what 'plastic 
theatre' might mean.
The new understanding of 'plastic theatre' mentioned at the beginning of this 
chapter, achieved through the process of working on this design, came as a result 
of discovering what the rain meant in relation to the meaning of the piay, and its 
function in creating material meaning in the storm scene. Williams' reminder of the 
importance of human values prompted a focus not only on the words (the text) and 
the material things on the stage (the set) but also on the importance of the 
meaning in human terms (the actor's body). This particular component of'plastic 
theatre' was a kind of revelation to those of us who worked on this production of 
Iguana, helping us to understand that in plays such as The Glass Menagerie and A 
Streetcar Named Desire, Williams had considered such things as plastic values and 
literary values in terms of their relationship to the human body. It is relevant to 
remember that the set designs, even of the major early designers, which failed to 
recognise the importance of the human body, such as Mielziner's beautiful but 
restricting set for Summer and Smoke, have been less than successful, while those 
which have allowed for a relationship between the human body and all other 
aspects of stage production, such as Mielziner's settings for Menagerie and 
Streetcar, have worked in perfect accord with the text. In March 1942, Williams
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wrote in his Journal: "The figure of the actor, his face, his body will be the check on 
the reins that will hold the poet's unbridled feelings in bounds." Williams was in 
the throes of wrestling with the basic ideas of his theatre aesthetic, but in this 
statement are the bones of the matter: the poetic nature of his theatre and the 
importance of the actor.
SUDDENL Y LAST SUMMER
All Williams' plays explore a range of themes. In Suddenly Last Summer these 
include society's outcasts, parent-child or mother-son relationships, the role of the 
artist in society, the deceptive nature of appearances, self-delusion, religion and 
the search for god, the moral implications of medical experiments, etc. And, as is 
true for The Night of the Iguana and all Tennessee Williams plays, the set for 
Suddenly Last Summer is a vehicle for the expression of the themes and ideas of the 
play, and an essentially important part of the message of the play in performance.
Whereas in the design process for Iguana, I had concentrated on Williams' set 
description and the text, resulting in a design that was atmospheric but perhaps 
too literal, for Suddenly Last Summer 1 looked at many available designs. Images of 
the design for the first production by Robert Soule, proved elusive, although there 
is a watercolour, ink and pencil drawing in the W. H. Crain Costume and Scenic 
design Collection at the HRC. In his review of the first production, Brooks 
Atkinson's brief reference to the play's being set "[i]n a luxuriant, ominous garden, 
beautifully designed by Robert Soule,"465 implies a highly appropriate setting. 
There have been many productions of Suddenly Last Summer, particularly since the 
1990s when it underwent somewhat of a renaissance in popularity, and there are a
465 Brooks Atkinson. "Theatre: 2 by Williams", New York Times, January 8, 1958, accessed July 17, 
2008, http://www.nytimes.com/books/00/12/31/specials/williams-summer.html.
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number of scenic designs accessible via the internet, some of which have been 
discussed in chapter 3. As expected, the designs range considerably in style and 
materials.
Williams' scenic description tells us that the set
[Represents part of a mansion of Victorian Gothic style in the Garden 
District of New Orleans ... with a fantastic garden which is more like a 
tropical jungle, or forest ...The colors of this garden-jungle are violent 
...there are harsh cries and sibilant hissings and thrashing sounds in the 
garden...466
The action takes place outside the home of Mrs Venable; the house, as Williams 
says, is blended with the garden. The garden is so important as to virtually take on 
the function of a character.467 It is the garden, and symbol, of Mrs Venable's son, 
Sebastien, fairly recently deceased under circumstances which are revealed during 
the play. In the opening words of the play, "Yes, this was Sebastien's garden," Mrs 
Venable indicates the importance of the garden. In the moments that follow, Dr 
Cukrowicz describes it as "a well-groomed jungle," an expression which describes 
the two halves of Sebastien's nature -  the controlled planner wrestling with his 
uncontrollable animal instincts. Throughout the play the deceased Sebastien 
continues to exert a strong influence over the living, especially his mother and his 
cousin Catharine. The on-stage garden gives him a continual tangible presence.
Many Williams plays are dominated by an image or images. For Suddenly Last 
Summer, the play's plot and action, themes and characters are dominated by the 
over-arching image of the devourer. The scenic description that prefaces the play 
describes a Victorian mansion with its "fantastic garden which is more like a 
tropical jungle" with violent colours and plants "that suggest organs of a body, torn
466 Suddenly, TTW, vol. 3. 349.
467 This idea is the basis o f Ralph Koltai’s design for Suddenly discussed in chapter 3 above.
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out, still glistening with undried blood." In the first moments of the play the garden 
is linked directly with images of devouring in the discussion between Mrs Venable 
and Dr Cukrowicz regarding the problems of feeding and maintaining the 
carnivorous Venus Fly-trap plants. Following closely upon this is Mrs Venable's 
vivid narration of the visit to the Encantadas and the terrible spectacle of the 
devouring of the newly-hatched sea-turtles by hordes of predatory flesh-eating 
birds. Predatory references abound. Catharine is threatened with a frontal 
lobotomy which, as eventuated when the same operation was performed in real- 
life on Williams' beloved sister Rose, w ill potentially silence her by devouring her 
personality and her connection with the real world. Dr Cukrowicz' hospital is 
called Lion's View, Catharine describes her abuser as "ravenous," Sebastien preys 
on young boys and his death occurs at Cabeza de Lobo (Wolf Head). And 
Sebastien's death, in which he in turn is devoured by those he preyed upon, is 
described by Catharine in a final climactic narration characterised by vivid colours 
and sounds.
Williams' description of the set is as essentially non-realistic: "[t]he set may be as 
unrealistic as the decor of a dramatic ballet.468 However, as non-realistic as the set 
might be in appearance, it needed to provide space for a number of real functions 
and real movements by real bodies. The play, and the stage directions, calls for 
several acting areas: Sebastien's garden; a patio area with a table and other 
furniture; and a forestage area where people can sit. In addition, the characters 
need to be able to move into and out of the house, wheelchair access is needed, 
there must be room to move Mrs Venable's wheelchair in most areas of the set and 
people need to be able to be seen looking out through a curtained window of the 
house. There must also be space to allow the visual juxtaposition of Mrs Venable
468 Suddenly, TTW, vol. 3, 349.
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and Catharine in their confrontation which comprises most of the action of the 
play.
PAINTEß PMlHQ
Sj cdel niy Last  Summer
Fig. xxxvi. 2005. Design for Suddenly Last Summer. Ground plan.
ELEVATION SCALE 1 -5 0
Suocenl y Lavt  Summer
Fig. xxxvii. 2005. Design for Suddenly Last Summer. Elevation drawing.
Three main areas eventuated as can be seen in the ground plan (Fig. xxxvi) and the 
photograph (Fig. xxxviii). The design provided an area along the front of the entire 
stage with a specific sitting area at stage right. The large and wide Downstage 
space was very important to the staging, particularly of the long confrontation
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between Mrs Venable and Catharine. During their interchange, the two characters 
were placed at Down Right (Catharine) and Down Left (Mrs Venable) in 
juxtaposition. Although some movement was allowed, we were influenced by 
Williams' ideas, expressed mostly in his unpublished notes and journals, regarding 
a 'sculptural' approach to staging, “the forming of statuesque attitudes or 
tableaux."469 Behind this Downstage area, the garden adjoined the patio area, both 
raised to the same level. The 'house' was not a literal representation, but was 
reduced to a facade created as a kind of collage comprising discrete but related 
elements, either freestanding or suspended, of New Orleans style houses.470
Fig. xxxviii. 2005. Design for Suddenly Last Summer. Photograph: taken from Stage Left.
Williams' scenic description, it seemed to me, suggested a mixture -  almost a clash 
- of highly realistic elements with non-realistic devices, a clash which expressed 
the tensions within the characters and those of the play's large ideas. At its most
469 Journal entry, March 29,1942, HRC Box 21, Folder 16. See Appendix E.
470 1 found the following article very helpful in understanding the relevant architecture: John Magill 
"Tennessee Williams’s Inspiration: New Orleans in the 1930s," The
Historic New Orleans Collection Quarterly 19, no. 3 (Summer 2001): 8-9, accessed August 22, 2006, 
http://www.hnoc.org/pubIications/pdf/HNOC 03 01.pdf.
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expressive, this clash is reflected in the collision between violent bright colours. 
Finding this intriguing, I sought to develop the idea further to experiment with a 
deliberate juxtaposition of realistic with non-realistic imagery and materials. The 
patio and the garden wall were created as realistically as possible. The wall was 
assembled from purpose-created realistic ceramic tiles while a similar method was 
used for the marble tiles for the patio floor, as can be seen in Fig. xxxviii. For the 
house, I interpreted Williams' word "expressionistic" fairly broadly as generally 
non-realistic, and assembled a series of panels, each of them a reference to a 
particular feature of traditional Southern American mansions and New Orleans 
houses - louvre shutters, lace panels, stained-glass, oversized wrought iron and 
pillars, most of which allowed a degree of transparency or spaces that could be 
seen through or beyond. These were arranged to the stage left side of a semi- 
realistic grand entrance, suggesting the facade of the house, but leaving spaces 
between each panel, as shown in Fig. xxxix and Fig. xil. Behind these panels, and 
showing though the spaces between them, were a series of large flat solid panels 
arranged in staggered lines and painted with expressionistic energy in a rich dark 
range of purples, royal blues, red and orange. These panels suggested the inner, 
dark interior of the house as well as providing masking for the actors; they can be 
partially seen in Fig. xxxix.
For the garden I combined living and artificial plants, and dead wood and 
branches. The choice of living plants included those that gave density or had long 
leaves, such as genuinely prehistoric tree-ferns, and others chosen for their 
unusual colours. The living plants were used in the Upstage Left corner and in 
practice appeared much more green and dense than they do in the photographs. 
The artificial and dried plants, dead wood and branches were painted, in
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accordance with Williams' description, in "violent" colours -  red, orange and 
purple. Similar colours were used for the blatantly painted path which gave 
definition to the foreground of the stage and led to a sitting area with an old stone 
bench in the down stage right area.
Fig. xxxix. 2005. Design for Suddenly Last Summer. Photograph: front view of set.
Fig. xl. 2005. Design for Suddenly Last Summer. Photograph: Stage Left.
197
The design and conceptual function of Sebastien's garden, part of which is shown 
in Fig. xli, occupied me for some time. I was at first influenced by Tasmanian forest 
trees, vines and general density and later by photographs of Tha Prohm and 
Angkor Wat in Cambodia where the strangler figs have engulfed temples. These 
beautiful but sinister trees have long exposed roots, resembling tentacles which 
twine relentlessly around everything in their path: in time they can completely 
invade and destroy great buildings. They do indeed have their ghosts. I saw the 
strangler fig not only as a convincing inclusion in a jungle garden, but as a startling 
image of the themes of a play in which people and animals devour and are 
devoured both literally and metaphorically. This was the inspirational image for 
the 7.5 metre tree which formed the centrepiece of Sebastien's garden and which 
proved to be almost as difficult to create as the rain in Iguana. The tree was 
constructed to suggest a strangler fig as clearly as possible, but painted in the 
“violent" colours used elsewhere on the set to highlight its artificiality.
In order to help create the essentially filmic atmosphere that Williams was keen to 
achieve in all his plays, we needed to find 'low-tech' methods to create what is in 
essence the realm of technology. The use of juxtaposed spaces, colours that invite 
lighting techniques, skeletal set pieces that can be lighted through, and a cyclorama 
used for atmospheric lighting: all these were treated atmospherically. Once again, 
as for Iguana, a sound-scape was needed and was created for the production. The 
description of the garden includes specific sounds which I felt should be constantly 
present throughout the play, with various other sounds -  both realistic and 
expressionistic -  cutting across them at different times.
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Fig. xli. 2005. Design for Suddenly Last Summer. Photograph: part of garden.
The “new understanding" of'plastic theatre' which emerged from the process of 
designing this production was stylistic as much as it was conceptual. From the 
early years of Menagerie and others, Williams established the importance of 
symbolism, both in terms of objects - a rose, a lantern, a goat, glass animals, and of 
characters - the opposing natures of Blanche and Stanley. Such symbols become 
part of the material details of the set. In the case of Suddenly Last Summer, visual 
metaphors such as the garden itself, could become part of the set design in the 
same way. But, in this play, the ideas of the play can be articulated visually as well 
as through the literary elements of the play. The tensions of the play's themes and 
those between characters can also be expressed visually in the design. The possible 
realism of the play is disrupted by way of a transformation of a purported family 
drama into a debate, a blatantly theatrical, formal confrontation between two 
adversaries. It was possible for this clash of style and form to be expressed
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scenographically as much as dramatically. It was gratifying that the reviewer, 
Frank McCone, recognised the connection betwe en design and performance by 
stating that the "set cleverly complements the structure of the play.” 471
In this production, I was able to build on the knowledge achieved from designing 
Iguana. Important among these lessons was the i nvitation implicit in the poetry of 
the set description to interpret rather than to folllow instructions. Also important 
was the recognition that sets for Williams plays must have their ghosts, their 
history, and must carry levels of suggested mean ings. This recognition became 
much more significant in the design process for Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.
CAT ON A HOT TIN ROOF
My design for Cat on a Hot Tin Roof was devised and built for a season of 
performances at the Canberra Theatre, directed by Canberra director jordan Best 
for Canberra's Free Rain Theatre Company. Evem though for this project the 
director-designer relationship was more conventional insofar as I was engaged by 
a commercial rather than a university theatre company and the director had not 
undertaken to accept whatever design I came up with, I was once again very 
fortunate in that the director and I agreed about tthe important themes of the play 
and its overall ideas.
The play was staged in the Courtyard Studio of thie Canberra Theatre Centre, a 
space reworked from the building’s original rehe arsal room and used by local and 
visiting companies as an inexpensive venue to stage works not suited to or not 
affordable in the larger proscenium arch venues. The space, a rectangle of ugly 
style and proportions, is very limited, such limita tions exacerbated by stage and
471 Frank McCone, "Difficult trip, but satisfying ride," Canberra Times, 5th December, 2005.
200
audience configuration restrictions imposed by management for reasons of 
convenience. The director and I agreed to use the space in 'landscape' 
configuration, chiefly because the 'portrait' orientation would not allow enough 
room for the numbers of actors and the range of scene types which required space 
for one and two actors most of the time, but for the whole cast at others. Even in 
scenes with one or two characters, however, Williams stressed the need for plenty 
of room, stating that ''above all the designer should take many pains to give the 
actors room to move about freely (to show their restlessness, their passion for 
breaking out] as if it were a set for a ballet" 472 was particularly noted and heeded.
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Fig. xlii. 2009. Design for Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. Ground plan.
472Cat, TTW, vol. 3, 16.
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Fig. xliii. 2009. Design for Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. Elevation drawing.
In landscape configuration, the usable stage space, after accommodating audience 
egress, audience leg-room, dressing-room access and legislated safety 
requirements, is approximately 6 x 13 metres. Even allowing for leg-room, the 
audience is very close to the wide, shallow space. The height from floor to the 
underside of the lighting grid is a mere 3.490 metres. There are also severe 
restrictions regarding construction and scene fixing methods: nothing can be 
screwed into the floor or walls; the floor cannot be painted. On the positive side, 
the width of the stage space is considerable and easily accommodates Williams' 
spatial requests. In addition, there is less sense of a demarcation between audience 
and actor. It is a space conducive to audience comfort,473 and even shared 
ownership, attested to by the fact that audience members often respond audibly. 
The proximity of the audience to the actors, and the fact that audience and actors 
share the same space, allows a more intimate relationship and a shared intensity.
473 Gay McCauley discusses audience response to theatre spaces in Space in Performance: Making 
Meaning in the Theatre (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2000), chapter 2.
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The actor's body can be viewed in relation to the audience as well as to the text.
The proximity to the audience that Mielziner created in his proscenium setting by 
creating a false thrust, was already achieved by the architecture of the building.
To create the design 1 decided to use Williams' design notes much less literally 
than I had for Iguana and even for Suddenly, but nonetheless aim for true 
compliance with their requirements. Williams' highly poetic design notes begin 
with a brief description of the play's setting:
The set is the bed-sitting room of a plantation home in the Mississippi Delta.
It is along an upstairs gallery which probably runs around the entire house;
it has two pairs of very wide doors opening onto the gallery... 474
At the end of the set design notes, Williams acknowledged that his description was 
deceptively realistic, asking that "[t]he set should be far less realistic than I have so 
far implied." This injunction provoked me to read the staging 'instructions' with a 
less realistic eye and to view them as more impressionistic suggestion than 
prescription. My preliminary idea, no doubt influenced by Mieziner's relatively 
minimalist original set for this play,475 was of a space with nothing except a bed at 
centre, the suggestion of a 'room' space sketched only by a backdrop of corrugated 
iron. Although I still believe that the play could work in this setting, I agreed with 
Best's concerns that the actors would have difficulty with the lack of things, the 
lack of places to sit, objects to walk to, etc. Further, I concede that the lack of 
'things' deprives the audience of signs for them to interpret, and, ultimately, that 
such a complex play requires a set design that provides a more complex visual 
language.
474 Cat, TTW, vol. 3, 15.
475 See chapter 2 for a discussion of Mielziner's design.
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Williams dedicates approximately one-third of his set notes to describing an 
admittedly “irrelevant or unnecessary" evocation of the pre-life or back-history of 
the room in which the play is set. This apparent digression is summed up in the 
words, "the room must evoke some ghosts"476; at the heart of Williams' discursive 
side-track is an insistence on the importance of light to soften the harshness of the 
extremities of human nature. They also indicate an acknowledgment of the 
suggestive function of set design, in line with Robert Edmond Jones' assertion that 
"A good scene ...is something seen, but it is something conveyed as well: a feeling, 
an evocation.477
Working together, the director and I identified a list of essential concepts and 
images that we believed should be expressed: heat; the centrality of the bed; a 
sense of period; a sense of southern American architecture; an intimation of the 
lack of privacy; an evocation of ghosts; a sense of space. The decision to use fabric 
for the walls was, in a very practical sense, connected to all these aims. White 
muslin was chosen because of its almost-but-not-quite transparent quality and 
because it moves so easily in response to air currents and actor movement. It 
allowed the gallery to be suggested as being beyond the 'wall' which moved as 
actors passed along the passageway behind the curtain/walls. The plan to use fans 
to create 'wall' movement was rendered unnecessary when the air-conditioning 
provided the same service automatically, as can be seen by the billowing drop 
Down Left Stage in Fig. xliv.
476 Cat, TTW, vol. 3, 15.
477 Robert Edmond Jones, The Dramatic Imagination, 23.
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Fig. xliv. 2009. Design for Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. Photograph: taken from Down Stage Left. 
Williams asks for pairs of doors which open to a gallery verandah. I chose to 
indicate the location of the gallery behind the fabric “wall" rather than create it 
literally. I used louvre doors (Fig. xlv), with the aim of suggesting a barrier but not 
privacy; these proved very useful to underline the lack of privacy in the house and 
effective at moments when people could be heard approaching or when Big Mama 
shouts through them, as she does throughout the play.
Fig. xlv. 2009. Design for Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.
Photograph: Up Stage Right showing louvre doors and detail of'wrought-iron' and ‘corrugated’ iron 
panels.
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The reference to southern American architecture, identified as important in much 
the same way as it had been in the setting for Suddenly Last Summer, was 
approached quite obliquely. The features of post-civil-war southern American 
architecture, as previously utilised in Suddenly, were the double French doors, 
wrought iron panels in doors, windows and railings, large gallery windows, and 
the columns essential to the nineteenth-century Greek revival movement in 
southern architecture. Gallery porches (as mentioned in the scenic notes), often 
ran the whole length of buildings and were supported by Greek style columns. The 
idea of the 'columns' was combined with the wrought-iron work so popular 
throughout the south; these two architectural quotations were reworked in 
combination with corrugated iron, thematically engaging with the symbolic 
imagery of the title. To achieve this, the 'columns' were transformed into 'wrought- 
iron' panels which were constructed as 'corrugated iron' panels on which a version 
of typical wrought-iron designs was painted. The columns were used to modulate 
the wide expanse of the white curtains and to suggest breaks between large gallery 
windows as well as to give theatrical structure to the design by referencing the 
traditional wing formation of the curtains. Practicably, they also served to provide 
support which enabled the fixing of the curtain panels and avoiding screwing them 
into the floor.
In his set description, Williams suggests that "the walls below the ceiling should 
dissolve mysteriously into air; the set should be roofed by the sky; stars and moon 
suggested by traces of milky pallor, as if they were observed through a telescope 
lens out of focus."478 Although we could not achieve this detailed effect, mostly 
because of height restrictions, we used lighting to create a 'gradation' from light to
478 Cat, TTW, vol. 3, 16.
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dark to mask the break between the top of the curtain-walls and the very obvious 
ceiling. Because much of the action was performed in fairly low level lighting, the 
points of light did create a kind of night-sky effect, as is seen in Fig. xliv. This effect 
suggested a kind of theatrical 'magic' without distracting attention from the actors.
Particular attention was given to the spatial configuration of this design. Even 
given the limitations of the space, and in the height constraints, the decision to 
create two acting levels, as illustrated in the ground plan in Fig. xliii and in Fig. xlvi, 
was taken in order to facilitate moments of confrontation and antagonism and the 
relative changes in status between the characters. This was particularly important 
during the exchange between Big Daddy and Brick - a version of Shannon's 'long, 
dark night of the soul' in Iguana -  which is at the centre of the play, comprising 
much of Act II. In this scene we placed Big Daddy in the visitors' area at Right and 
Brick in his bedroom space, opposite each other Downstage. The placing of 
characters in this stylised manner in oppositional spaces had worked well in 
Suddenly and reflected Williams' ideas concerning the sculptural in acting style. In 
Cat, the two men moved in and out of their respective positions as their 
relationship changed and as the truth was revealed, finally meeting on their knees 
at Centre when Big Daddy begins to break through Brick's detachment so that 
finally they can reach a point where they admit to being friends - "And friends is 
telling each other the truth ."479 Just as the reduction to a small area focused on the 
hammock in Iguana created a sense of separateness and intimacy, a similar tableau 
and lighting effect created an intimate space to express the new understanding 
between Brick and Big Daddy.
479 Cat, TTW, vol. 3, 128.
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Fig. xlvi. Design for Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. Photograph: taken from Stage Right.
A false floor was laid on the lower level to allow a timber floor effect to be painted, 
while the bedroom area was raised 300 millimetres, to suggest a feeling of some 
height but without compromising the overall proportion of the human body to the 
height of the ceiling. The all-important bed, central symbol of the idealised 
marriage relationship and an ironic comment upon the essence of the problematic 
relationship between Brick and Maggie, was placed at the centre of the set on the 
raised area. The two height levels created a demarcation between the bedroom 
area which identifies Maggie's and Brick's personal space, and the sitting area, an 
area where visitors who enter can be confined. Placement of actors on stage is 
particularly important in this play. In Act II, Big Daddy asks Brick to leave his 
bedroom space: "Sit down over here so we don't have to raise our voices, the walls 
have ears in this place."480
Although creating the appropriate sound, once again, was an essential part of the 
aim to present his play as 'plastic theatre,' it was not considered necessary to
480 Cat, TTW, vol. 3, 84.
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create a continuous soundscape for this production. Music was chosen carefully 
and the songs used throughout the play were recorded so as to sound 'live.' Music 
and sounds are used both literally and symbolically throughout this play, as in all 
Williams' plays. Sound effects such as the chiming clock and the fireworks were 
used, when indicated in the script, to underline or to comment on the events on the 
stage. The fireworks, for example, which act in counterpoint with the dialogue 
throughout Act II, serve, in conjunction with the singing, to celebrate Big Daddy's 
birthday and at the same time to underscore the announcement of his imminent 
death. The storm sound effects were used in conjunction with lighting effects, 
making use of the semi-transparency of the curtain-walls and playing over the 
audience space so as to surround the whole theatre space. Aware of Williams' 
concern about the possibility of the plastic elements overpowering the human 
values, as emerges from his note on the storm in Iguana, the friction between him 
and Kazan over the use of fireworks in the first production of Cot,481 and the 
catastrophic lack of control over the storm effects in his first production of Battle 
of Angels, 482 we were careful to make the one complement the other.
The process and the ultimate design outcome of designing Cat on a Hot Tin Roof 
was restricted, but not driven, by the limitations of the particular theatrical space. 
These limitations point up some fundamental issues regarding set design in 
general and designing Williams plays in particular. All theatre(and non-theatre 
performance) spaces have limitations, just as theatre companies have budget 
ranges and theatre artists have varying abilities. The leading designers who have 
worked on Williams' 'major' plays have struggled with the limitations and 
possibilities of various proscenium and arena style stage spaces. Stage shapes,
481 See discussion in Chapter 2.
482 See 16-17 above.
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audience accommodation and the relationship between the two, all place 
limitations on performance. But they also allow: the fundamental task of the 
designer is to find what any specific space will allow. He/she must reach an 
understanding of the completeness of Williams' vision and apply this to the 
existing spatial resources of the specific venue. Ultimately the charge of the 
designer of'plastic theatre' is to use the theatrical space to express the multi-
layered messages of the plays.
OUTCOMES OF PRACTICAL RESEARCH
Some of the most important lessons resulting from the process of designing sets 
for these three Williams plays were directly related to the poetic nature of 
Williams' work. Because the arrangement of the plastic elements of the stage is 
crucial to 'plastic theatre', Williams' scenic descriptions and stage directions are a 
vital part of the play-text and an engagement with them is not optional. It is clear, 
through the work of Mielziner, Beatty and others, as well as through my own 
design process in production, that Williams' scenic notes and stage directions are 
an essential starting point for the designer of a Williams play. As many analysts 
and designers, such as Ming Cho Lee and John Lee Beatty, have pointed out, the 
designer should have a thorough knowledge and understanding of the play, and 
this understanding includes that of the non-dialogue aspects of the text. Perhaps, 
however, the most important 'lesson' to be heeded regarding these staging notes is 
to recognise that they are poetically articulated. The details given in these 
descriptions seem to imply the need for literal compliance, but this is to some 
extent misleading. Perhaps, when Williams wrote in his scenic notes to Cat that 
''[t]he set should be far less realistic than I have so far implied in this description of 
it", he himself realised that his very efforts to make his vision clear, through the use
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of minute detail, could in fact mislead the designer. It is therefore important that 
the designer understands that Williams' staging advice is a poetic evocation of the 
desired visual and aural meaning and not a literal set of instructions. This advice 
should be applied to all Williams plays. Once this is understood, the intensity and 
completeness of Williams' vision is much clearer. Strict literal compliance with the 
minutiae of Williams' set notes runs the risk of the creation of a literal, overly 
realistic setting which, although it can certainly be treated with lights and other 
effects, might not signify the appropriate meanings or the kind of visual poetry 
required by the dialogue.
Directly related to the 'poetic' nature of Williams' stage directions is the 
requirement that a set for a Williams play must be evocative -  of ideas, symbols, 
mystery483, "ghosts". There are no innocent settings for a Williams play. They 
should be "poetically haunted,"484 redolent with meaning and suggestion, carrying 
messages that express the meanings of the play; they should be "participative" in 
the sense that Schechner described.485 With this requirement comes much 
responsibility, as other designers have warned and which I discussed in chapter 
3.486 Because the elements of'plastic theatre' imply an affirmation of the 
importance of the designer's work as an expressive component of the play in 
production, the designer's complicity in creating meaning becomes much more 
important than is customarily recognised.
Perhaps the most important outcome of working on Williams' plays is the 
realisation of the co-importance of plastic and human values. This has been
483 See Devlin, Conversations with Tennessee Williams (Jackson and London: University Press of 
Mississippi, 1986), 90.
484 Cat, 77W,vol. 3,15.
485 Schechner, "Improving Design for the Technical Function," 315.
486 See particularly the discussion regarding the work of American designer John Lee Beatty in 
chapter 3.
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discussed in chapter 3, but becomes clear when one engages in the production of 
the plays. The accommodation of the human body, and the possibility of 
interaction between the body and the setting becomes significant. This possibility 
emerged clearly during the staging of Iguana, but the lesson is applicable to all 
Williams plays. Set designs for Williams plays need to allow for the expression of 
'plastic moments'. These are the moments when all the elements of the stage - 
literal, visual and aural - combine to express meaning, moments when human 
values are supported by plastic elements. These moments, as discussed in chapters 
2 and 3, include such things as the storm in Iguana and particular musical and 
lighting effects in most plays. Bigsby refers to these as a series of pictures by which 
the plays are structured, as does Williams himself in his manuscripts.487 But these 
significant moments are more than pictures or tableaux as they involve the 
dialogue and its interpretation by actors and director, in conjunction with visual 
and aural elements. Such moments require spatial accommodation as well as 
atmospheric and poetic treatment. These can be moments of self-expression or 
self-revelation of a single character, such as occur in Menagerie, Streetcar and 
Iguana, but they can also be moments of connection between characters, as in Cat 
and Iguana, or moments of antagonism, as in Cat or the very long 'moment' 
between Mrs Venable and Catharine in Suddenly.
To create a set which coordinates the plasticity of the stage with the actor's art to 
express the plays' meaning, and which accommodates the spatial and atmospheric 
requirements of Williams' plays, the designer must understand that, as Schechner 
wrote, ''[t]he scene designer no longer looks at an event; he "looks-in"488 and that
487 See Bigsby, 35 and Williams, "Summer Notes and Some Ain't,” HRC. See Appendix A.
488 Schechner, "Improving Design for the Technical Function," 315.
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he/she needs to master all the elements of stage production and, as Ming Cho Lee 
has said “think more as a director."489
489 Ebrahimian, Sculpting Space in the Theater, 86.
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CONCLUSION
The methodology of this project has been to use two quite different types of 
research inquiries - historical and practical -  in order to explore what Tennessee 
Williams meant by his use of the term 'plastic theatre' and to investigate how it can 
be applied to the practical undertaking of stage design. These twin methodologies 
can be expressed in terms of an opportunity to examine 'plastic theatre' 'from the 
outside' and 'from the inside.' I have examined the idea of'plastic theatre' 'from the 
outside' through evidence in Williams' published and unpublished writing and in 
the work of scholars who have addressed the subject matter, and have explored 
the way designers have responded to the practical demands o f‘plastic theatre' in 
their designs for selected major Williams works. Finally, I have examined 'plastic 
theatre' 'from the inside' through the actual process of designing three of these 
plays. It is now pertinent to consider the results of this combination of research 
methods.
'Pl a st ic  t h e a t r e '
Williams' notion of'plastic theatre' developed from his conviction that in 1930s 
war-time American theatre, the focus on literary text created a theatre of words 
perpetrated in ignorance of the unexploited power of the non-literary elements 
available to the practice of theatre. Indeed, Williams felt that these extra-textual 
elements were the defining peculiarities of theatre,490 that they were what made 
theatre, 'theatre'. As explored in chapter 1, Williams drew on recent theatre 
history, particularly as it had been brought from Europe to America, and, 
influenced also by his knowledge of film, especially the films of Sergei Eisenstein, 
and his experiences with Erwin Piscator, developed what he saw as a new type of
490 See Williams' manuscript "Summer Notes and Some Aint," HRC. See Apendix A for full transcript.
214
drama in which all visual and aural stage functions would merge with the dialogue 
as part of the playwright's total vision. The resultant vision effectively replaces the 
perception of a play as a script on paper or as a literary product, with the 
conception of a play as a strongly three-dimensional series of theatrical events, 
sculpted - his other term for his idea was ‘sculptural theatre' - from the physicality 
of the stage space.
Influenced, either knowingly or unknowingly, by recent ideas and practices, 
especially from Europe, he formulated the idea of a kind of theatre, which he 
acknowledged was not entirely new,491 that recognised the language of the plastic 
stage environment and which exploited the potential of this plasticity to create 
meaning. Further, he believed that it was the responsibility of the playwright to 
bring the literary and plastic elements together. Although the idea had many 
influences, including Chekhov,492 Garcia Lorca493 and Erwin Piscator, the catalyst 
came initially not from theatre but from film in which he recognised the inter-
relationship between the human body and the elements that surrounded and 
supported it in the films of Sergei Eisenstein. In what must have been a revelation 
at the time, he envisioned a kind of theatre that would use the stage space in a way 
that equated to Eisenstein's film-making.
While such a vision implies the importance of the actor in his/her stage 
environment, it also leaves the way open for more technological treatments of this 
environment. From the beginning Williams was influenced by the power of 
lighting, particularly expressionistic lighting, and by the possibility of the use of 
film, in the form of projections as he had experienced when working with Piscator.
491 See manuscript, "Notes to the Reader," HRC. See Appendix D.
4)2 Devlin, Conversations, 28.
493 See manuscript, "Notes to the Reader," HRC. See. Appendix D.
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As he wrote in his "Notes on Music"/"Notes on a Plastic Theatre" manuscript, "[t]he 
adaptation of modern sound-film techniques to a new Post-war Theatre would be 
certainly one of the vitality-building transfusions that this theatre of our hopes and 
dreams will require.494 Although his way of thinking, reflecting a wide range of 
influences, was, as Bray has expressed it, "somewhat recycled from European 
expressionism" 495 it revealed a sensibility open to new ideas and practices.
Mielziner's use of lighting, totally integrated as it was with his scenic designs, 
demonstrated a response, technological as much as artistic, to the possibilities 
offered by Williams' works. Other designers since, such as Ming Cho Lee and Loy 
Arcenas, have experimented with different ways to make the kind of statements 
made by Mielziner [and Williams] regarding time and place, by the use of theatre 
machinery, lighting and set arrangement. Since then, over half a century of 
technological advances, particularly in lighting and in the digitalisation of sound 
and film as well as in the computerisation of machinery, has widened the 
possibilities beyond even the dreams of these scenographic precedents. One can 
see how in the twenty-first-century, given the appropriate budget and equipment, 
such technology might enhance, or change, the messages of plays such as those of 
Tennessee Williams.
Williams wanted control over his creation. He lamented many times in his letters, 
notes and journals that he never achieved the degree of control he desired and 
aimed for. Such an aim may provide part of the reason that he expressed his scenic 
descriptions and his stage directions in meticulous detail which occasionally 
amounts to over-writing and may place him in the same category as, say, George
494 Williams, manuscript, "Notes on Music"/ "Notes on a Plastic Theatre," HRC, Appendix C.
495 Robert Bray, introduction, ix.
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Bernard Shaw. Such writers as Shaw, however, include exhaustively detailed 
novelistic description to explain emotion, motivation or background in the service 
of realism and verisimilitude, describing a recreate-able backdrop or, sometimes, 
an environment for the action of the play. Nancy Anne Cluck recognises Williams' 
stage direction style as revealing the many roles of the author: "Tennessee 
Williams seems to be poet, storyteller, critic and philosopher in many of his stage 
directions without detracting from the integrity of his acted drama."496 From his 
writing, notes, journals and letters discussed throughout this thesis, it is clear that 
he saw himself metaphorically as a painter, a sculpture, an artist working in a 
three-dimensional medium. Whatever his role, his aim was to make clear his 
perception of the way theatre should work.
Murphy says that Williams was fighting for artistic hegemony497 -  a struggle 
specifically between director and playwright (and sometimes designer); his 
experiences with directors, significantly Elia Kazan, illustrate this struggle. His 
desire to control all the elements of stage production is reflected in his detailed 
scripts. His practice of creating detailed, novelistic style scenic descriptions and 
stage directions, however, predates his working with Kazan. Most likely influenced 
initially by the kind of film scripts498 he encountered and worked on during his 
time working for MGM, this practice developed from his own convictions and 
inclinations concomitant with the development of his theory of'plastic theatre'.
His mastery of the written word coupled with his awareness of the expressivity of 
the many elements of the theatrical process and his genuine desire to harness their
496 Nancy Anne Cluck, "Showing or Telling: Narrators in the Drama of Tennessee Williams," 
American Literature 5, no. 1 (March 1979): 85, accessed June 22, 2007, 
http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=0002-
9831%28197903%2951%3Al%3C84%3ASOTNlT%E2.0.CO%3B2-6.
497 Murphy, "Seeking Direction," 191.
498 See Leverich, Tom, 496.
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power to create a meaningful theatrical language, shows an awareness of the 
positioning of theatre between literature and experience, "between arts of absence, 
such as the novel or the cinema, and the experience of presence we have in 
everyday life.”499 His extensive use of atmospheric descriptive stage directions 
indicates a knowledge of, or perhaps a confusion regarding, the notion of a world 
created by an omniscient author, as the novelist can achieve, and the phenomenon 
of'presence' which is the working principle of theatre production.500
Williams was not so much involving himself in the playwright-versus-director 
power struggle as he was interested in a fundamental consideration of the nature 
of theatre. Acutely aware of the power and importance of the things on stage, he 
sought to control their message. Something new is created when the text is 
interpreted by directors, designers and actors, creating "a multicoded, 
multidimensional, and pluralistic new textual system." This may explain why such 
a skilled 'wordsmith' chose to devote most of his artistic life and efforts to the 
theatre. He was aware of the possibility of the simultaneity of several expressive 
languages and was challenged to try to manipulate and control this power. As 
Marvin Carlson observes, "The multiple perception of presences is unquestionably 
a central feature in the particular power of theatre ."501 All the things on stage -  set 
elements, including its details and overall statements, costumes, actors, light, 
temporal and physical space, etc -  send a multiplicity of, often simultaneous, 
messages.
499 Marvin Carlson, Theatre Semiotics: Signs of Life (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990), 
96.
500 Carlson, Theatre Semiotics, 95.
501 Carlson, Theatre Semiotics, 98.
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While Tom and Amanda speak of dreams and success, their dilapidated 
surroundings act as a constant reminder of the economic realities of the present(s) 
in which they exist. The dreary apartment in Elysian Fields which Blanche enters 
in her escape from the disasters of her former life, demonstrates just how far she 
has fallen.
P r a ct ic al  r e s e a r c h
In practical terms, the results of the exploration of Williams' 'plastic theatre' can be 
summarised by its basic premises: that the expressive function of the plastic 
elements of the stage is as important as the dialogue - "all of these plastic things 
are as valid instruments of expression in the theatre as words."502 He recognised 
the importance of the inter-relatedness of text and design, as expressed in his 
manuscript "Summer Notes and Some Ain't."503 His vision, as outlined in the 
introduction to Menagerie and other writings was of theatre as a complete art form 
- "a complex of all the arts !"504 And, perhaps above all, he stressed the importance 
of human values in relation to production values, implied from his first attempts to 
explain 'plastic theatre' in his writings, but made specific in plays such as The Night 
of the Iguana505 and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.soe
The emphasis on the inter-relatedness of text and design and the attendant need 
for careful manipulation of the plastic elements of the stage so as to allow a precise 
placement of the actor within the stage environment, recalls Ming Cho Lee's claim 
that the scenographer needs to "think more as a director."507 The broadening of the 
concept of the designer that has occurred during the twentieth century, to include
502 Letter #109 to Eric Bentley, July 12,1948, Selected Letters, Vol. II, 203.
503 Williams, "Summer Notes and Some Ain’t," HRC. See Appendix.
504 "Notes on a Plastic Theater". HRC. See Appendix C.
505 Iguana, TWW, vol. 4, 326.
506 See Williams’ Letter #304, to Kazan, March 1,1955, Selected Letters Vol. II, 565.
507 Ebrahimian, Sculpting Space in the Theater, 86.
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all the expressive stage elements, presents the modern designer with a total visual, 
aural and atmospheric field of the kind that Williams had envisioned, with 
prophetic accuracy, in the 1940s.
For the most part, the practical research underlined and reinforced the findings of 
the historical research. The initial aim of the process had been to comply with 
Williams' vision as faithfully as possible. The process of reading his set 
descriptions and stage directions with the direct intention of realising them 
physically using real materials on a real stage, made their poetic nature graphically 
clear. Because the descriptions quite often cannot be rendered literally, as has 
been discussed in chapters 2 and 4, the designer is compelled to engage with their 
poetic nature. The designer's responsibility is to understand the essence of 
Williams' poetic vision, so as to reach decisions about the indispensable core 
elements of the set design. It is surprising, as we found during the process, that 
'plastic theatre,' sometimes criticised as overladen with details, 'things' and 'tricks,' 
can be reduced to a small number of core essentials. The poetic nature of the 
detailed stage directions and scenic description, perhaps paradoxically, provides 
the designer with a great deal of interpretive freedom.
As I have discussed earlier, the implications of the poetic nature of Williams' scenic 
descriptions and stage directions, were not immediately apparent in practice. It is 
easy to be distracted by the abundance of detail into misreading it as prescriptive. 
My design for Iguana was too literal and, even given my efforts to introduce a 
textural softness and open-ness with elements that could be lighted through, it was 
perhaps too solid and hard-edged for the play.
220
I have also discussed the importance, as we discovered, of the human body in the 
stage space. Working on the set designs and on the plays made this fundamental 
'principle' of'plastic theatre' abundantly clear. The basic ingredient of any of the 
many 'plastic moments' in all the plays is the body of the actor. This made the co-
ordination of acting and emotion with light and sound of the highest importance, 
and although such moments need to be painstakingly planned and executed, we 
became convinced that his effort was crucial. Once again, our experience 
substantiated the idea that the role and the vision of the designer, especially of a 
Williams play, is not so very different from that of a director.
It also became clear that the placement of the body of the actor, or actors, in 
relation to each other as well as to elements of the set, was a crucial part of the 
materialisation of'plastic theatre.' juxtaposition of actors or groups of actors in 
relation to each other and to various areas of the stage space proved to be a central 
concern in all three plays. Placing the actors in sculptural groups helped us 
understand what Williams may have been seeking in his writings about 'sculptural 
drama' - "the forming of statuesque attitudes or tableaux [...] something 
resembling a restrained type of dance, with motions honed down to only the 
essential or significant."508 This brought an understanding of his vision of a play in 
its staged form as a series of tableaux, or pictures or "theatrical images."509
Along with our 'lesson' regarding the importance of the human body to the 
realisation of'plastic theatre' came a reinforcement of the significance of the 
scenographic environment in which the body is placed. The importance of the 
organisation and symbolic power of the visual space and the importance of sound
508 See Appendix E.
509 Kramer, '"The Sculptural Drama,' 4.
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and other devices have been stressed many times throughout this thesis, but the 
force of the clarity with which this was revealed through the practical process 
cannot be understated. The interplay between word, action and physical elements 
is fundamental to Williams' perception of the nature of theatrical production. In 
virtually all of his plays, the set provides a continuous compression of information 
and ideas about the environment, circumstances, socio-economic situation, and 
even character traits of the characters portrayed. The set elements can continually 
offer ways of perceiving what happens on stage.
Lin k s
Williams' idea of 'plastic theatre' was a product of its time, associated with 
modernist and structuralist approaches which hold that art, and especially theatre, 
is inherently concerned with the organisation and communication of meaning. As 
such, its insistence on the message-laden plastic elements of the stage has, in part, 
been overtaken by the ideas that have attended sixty years of subsequent 
theatrical development. Significant among many examples of changing attitudes 
and ideas has been the influence of more minimalist approaches, particularly those 
which aim to reduce theatre to its basic and indispensable factor, the actor.
However, several important playwrights have shared some of Williams' 
characteristic practices and approaches, and certain aspects of Williams' ideas 
have persevered. In Sam Shepard's work and attitudes, for instance, several of 
Williams' ideas and approaches can be recognised, one of these being the 
importance both playwrights have placed on the need to control the way their 
plays are performed. Samuel Beckett has exhibited an even stronger desire to 
control the performance of his works. Although his sparse stage directions seem 
worlds apart from Williams' poetically detailed descriptions, their brevity does not
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negate the completeness of his vision. The eloquent emptiness of his setting for 
Waiting For Godot, for instance, perfectly works with the dialogue to present a 
complete expression of his aims. Certain practices, including the use of juxtaposed 
sound, in the work of John Patrick Shanley suggest the influence of Williams' ideas 
and practices.
Indi cat ion s  f o r  f u r t h e r  re se a rc h
The need is indicated for further research into the application of'plastic theatre' 
both in terms of theory and scenography. Specialist investigations can be made 
into the use of music and sound, as applied to specific plays. The study of the use of 
music in Streetcar by John S. Bak, for instance, is an important contribution to the 
understanding of one of the elements of'plastic theatre . '510 More detailed studies 
can be made of Williams ideas related to the acting styles he briefly mentioned in 
relation to the 'sculptural drama.' Such studies could involve the connection of this 
idea to the work of practitioners who have emphasised physical theatre and, 
perhaps, more experimental performances of Williams plays in which a specifically 
stylised acting style is employed.
There is a particular need for the application of the idea o f‘plastic theatre' to 
Williams' later plays. Williams wrote over sixty-five plays, over twelve screenplays 
and an opera. Since his aim to explore theatrical form and style via the creation of 
texts intended to be fully realised on stage persisted throughout his life, it seems 
appropriate to consider his complete works when assessing his achievement. 
Although after The Night o f the Iguana, Williams seems to have abandoned his 
attempts to articulate his new 'plastic theatre', committing himself rather to a
510 John S. Bak,"Wagnerian Architectonics: The Plastic Language of Tennessee Williams's A Streetcar 
Named Desire," Tennessee Williams Literary Journal 4 (Fall 1997).
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much less specific exploration of form which included considerable
experimentation with structure, the nature and function of language and more
stylised applications of symbolism, the principles of'plastic theatre' continued to
inform his work throughout his life. Williams' later plays have been subject to a
degree of revised assessment over the past decade or so, specifically by Ruby
Cohn,511 Philip C. Kolin, Brenda Murphy and Alice Griffin.512 Craig Clinton's article,
"Finding the Way: The Evolution of Tennessee Williams's Vieux Carre''513
demonstrates the value of revisiting a play to give it an appropriate on-stage
production.514 In a panel discussion, mentioned earlier, at the 2002 Tennessee
Williams/New Orleans Literary festival, Annette Saddik spoke about the constancy
of Williams' artistic goals throughout his career:
As early as The Glass Menagerie, he said in the production notes that realism 
wasn't really for him, that all it did was reproduce surfaces, and that he 
wanted to get to a distorted reality, an inner truth. ...So in the later plays, 
where he completely abandoned realism, I think his goals remained the 
same ... For example, in the Two Character Play ...he wanted the setting to 
show a disordered mind rather than a specific place or time... So, I don't 
think the goals necessarily changed; I think it was more the method of 
articulating them. What did change, however, was Williams' use of 
language. And I think in the later plays, he paid a lot more attention, as was 
characteristic in the sixties and seventies and eighties, to things that 
language could not say. Rather than focusing on what language could say 
with his long poetic speeches, he focused more on pauses, silences, gaps, 
truncated sentences, incomplete sentences.515
Saddik claims that Williams' aims did not change essentially - and I believe this is
demonstrated in his work. That he concentrated more and more on what words
could not say provides clear justification for the inclusion of his later work in an
assessment of his 'plastic theatre.'
511 See "Late Tennessee Williams,” in Robert Martin, Ed. Critical Essays on Tennessee Williams. Hall & 
Co. New York, 1997; and "Tennessee Williams: the last two decades," in Matthew C. Roudane, Ed. 
The Cambridge Companion to Tennessee Williams, Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 1997.
512 Alice Griffin. 1995. Understanding Tennessee Williams. Columbia: University of South Carolina.
513 Craig Clinton, "Finding the Way: The Evolution of Tennessee Williams’s Vieux Carre," Resources 
for American Literary Study, 26.1, (2000).
514 Walter Kerr, NYT, 12th May, 1977.
515 Robert Bray et al., "Looking at the Late Plays of Tennessee Williams," 3.
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SUMMARY
In summary, 'plastic theatre' demonstrates recognition of the materiality of the 
stage and of the importance of this in theatrical expressivity. Directly or indirectly 
influenced by turn of the century thinkers, his ideas about theatre were firmly 
based on its theatricality rather than on the writing of a text. Although his ideas 
were not particularly original, he may well have been the first playwright to 
espouse them in such a committed way. Although it is clear that Williams' ideas 
were the result of many influences, at the time they introduced new theatrical 
subject matter and practices into a gloomy cultural and theatrical environment. 
Such ideas allowed considerations about the nature of theatre to be discussed, and 
encouraged people to engage in discourse about theatre, to think more abstractly 
and symbolically and to consider the power of the visual and aural languages of the 
stage.
Williams' aim in practice was to create a three-dimensional, spatial poetry, using 
all the material aspects of theatre performance, which would assault all the senses 
as well as the emotions and intellect. The real significance of Williams' ideas is to 
be found, not in their originality, but in their application. This application 
acknowledges the role of the designer as responsible for a great deal of the 
'language' of the performance. The 'bottom line' for the designer of a Williams play, 
as determined from the historical and the practical research of this thesis, is that 
that the designer's creation should be a poetic evocation that can provide 
sustained support for the lyricism and the emotional truth of the play.
Williams struggled to define his idea of'plastic theatre' even though his own 
perception of the kind of theatre he wanted to create was probably quite clear to 
him. In truth it is very difficult to define. Even though I have examined Williams'
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idea of'plastic theatre' thoroughly from all available sources -  from inside and 
outside - and have attempted to pinpoint its principles, the formulation of a 
definition of Williams' theory of'plastic theatre' or a reduction of it to 'dot-points' 
remains elusive. My (non)conclusion is that ultimately it is an idea, a poetic way of 
looking at things, "a feeling, an evocation," 516 a way of being, which does indeed 
"evade words." The reason that the few scholars who have written about 'plastic 
theatre' have, with very few exceptions, essentially reiterated the essence of 
Williams' introduction to Menagerie, is no longer surprising.
Even though Williams' goal was to control the plastic elements of the stage and 
unite them with his dialogue text, he knew that he had not clearly expressed his 
notion in words or in his plays. He admitted in his notes that his vision for the 
theatre of tomorrow, was "indistinct" and blurred" .517 He wrote of the process of 
play-writing in terms of painting or sculpting, but he also described it in a less 
concrete way: "I think of writing as something more organic than words, 
something closer to being and action."518 He felt that he had something to say 
about the human condition that required more than words and called upon the 
plastic elements of the stage to complete his vision. Although he knew that this left 
him open to charges of preferencing the spectacle of theatre above its message, he 
knew that theatre was not just about words, but that "[tjheatre as an art form 
works by packaging things up together."519 Ultimately he was proud that his 
words, as good as they might be, were better when presented in synchronisation 
with the plastic language of the stage:
516 Robert Edmond Jones,The Dramatic Imagination, 23.
517 Appendix C.
518 Included in some journalistic fragments in Box 53, Folder 7, HRC. This paragraph is also included 
in "The History of a Play," in Plays 1937-1955, 286; and in "Person-to-Person,"77W, vol. 3, 5.
519 Christopher Cobb, "Acts of Seizure: A Theatrical Poetics of Metonymy and Metaphor," in New 
Directions in Renaissance Drama and Performance Studies, ed. Sarah Warner, 55.
I am not unaware of the charge made against me that I am a playwright who 
relies upon tricks in place of honest writing...! have found myself 
inadequate as a writer to some of the things which I have tried to do. That I 
acknowledge, but fortunately the theatre is more than writing, or I could 
not function in it. I have learned how to compete my verbal with plastic 
illusion. To that extent I confess to being a trickster.520
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520 Williams, Manuscript, Box 53, Folder 1, HRC. Signed "Tennessee Williams, Detroit, 1948. "
227
BIBLIOGRAPHY OF WORKS CONSULTED
A. Wor ks  by  W i l l ia ms
Collection
The Theatre of Tennessee Williams. 8 volumes. New York: New Directions, 1971- 
1992.
Books
Battle of Angels. New York: New Directions, 1945.
You Touched Me! with Donald Windham. New York: French, 1947.
Garden District: Two Plays by Tennessee Williams. London: Seeker and Warburg,
1959.
Three Players o f a Summer Game and Other Stories. London: Seeker & Warburg,
1960.
Dragon Country: A Book of Plays. New York: New Directions, 1969.
Memoirs. New York: New Directions, 1975.
American Blues: Five short plays by Tennessee Williams. Sewanee, Tennessee: 
Dramatists Play Service, 1976.
Where I Live: Selected Essays by Tennessee Williams. Edited by Christine R. Day 
And Bob Woods. New York: New Directions, 1978.
The Chalky White Substance. In Anteeus: Plays in One Act 66 (Spring 1991): 467- 
473. New York: Ecco Press, 1991.
Something Cloudy, Something Clear. New York: New Directions, 1995.
The Glass Menagerie. Edited by Robert Bray. New York: New Directions, 1999.
Plays 1937-1955. New York: The Library of America, 2000.
Mister Paradise and Other One-Act Plays. Edited by Nicholas Moschovakis and 
David Roessel. New York: New Directions, 2005.
A House Not Meant to Stand. Edited by Thomas Keith. New York: New Directions, 
2008.
B. Pers onal , B iog ra phi cal  an d  Lette rs
Barnett, Lincoln. Writing on Life: Sixteen Close-Ups. New York: William Sloane
228
Associates, 1951.
Devlin, Albert J. Conversations with Tennessee Williams. Jackson and London: 
University Press of Mississippi, 1986.
Devlin, Albert J. and Nancy M. Tischler, eds. The Selected Letters o f Tennessee
Williams, Volume I: 1920-1945. New York: A New Directions Book, 2000.
____ , eds. The Selected Letters of Tennessee Williams, Volume II: 1945-1957.
New York: A New Directions Book, 2004.
Glaspell, Susan. The Road to the Temple: a Biography of George Cram Cook. Edited 
by Linda Ben-Zvi. North Carolina and London: McFarland, Jefferson, 2005.
Gottfried, Martin. Arthur Miller: a Life. London: Faber and Faber, 2003.
Hayman, Ronald. Tennessee Williams: Everyone Else is an Audience. New Haven 
and London: Yale University Press, 1993.
Kazan, Elia, A Life. London: Andre Deutsch, 1988.
Leverich, Lyle. Tom: The Unknown Tennessee Williams. New York: Crown, 1995.
Miller, Arthur. Timehends: A Life. London: Methuen, 1987.
Quintero, Jose. If You Don't Dance They Beat You. St. New York: Martin's Press, 
1988.
Rader, Dotson. Tennessee Williams: An Intimate Memoir. London: Grafton Books, 
1985.
Rasky, Harry. Tennessee Williams: A Portrait in Laughter and Lamentation. New 
York: Dodd, Mead & Company, 1986.
Schickel, Richard. Elia Kazan: A Biography. New York: Harper Perennial, 2006.
St. Just, Maria. Five O’clock Angel: Letters o f Tennessee Williams to Maria St 
Just, 1948-1982. New York: Penguin Books, 1990.
Spoto, Donald. The Kindness of Strangers: The Life o f Tennessee Williams. Boston: 
Little, Brown and Company, 1985.
Smith, Bruce. Costly Performances: Tennessee Williams: The Last Stage. New York: 
Paragon House, 1990.
Williams, Dakin and Shepherd Mead. Tennessee Williams: An Intimate Biography. 
New York: Arbor House, 1983.
229
Williams, Edwina Dakin, as told to Lucy Freeman. Remember Me to Tom. New 
York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1963.
Windham, Donald. Tennessee Williams' Letters to Donald Windham 1940-1965. 
Athensand London: University of Georgia Press, 1996.
C. Gen era l  W o r k s
Belasco, David. The Theatre Through its Stage Door. Edited by Louis V. Defoe. New 
York: Harper and Brothers, 1919.
Bell, Roger J. and Ian J. Bickerton, eds. American Studies: New essays from Australia 
And New Zealand. Kensington: ANZASA, 1981.
Bigsby, C.W.E. A Critical Introduction to Twentieth-Century American Drama 2: 
Tennessee Williams, Arthur Miller, Edward Albee, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1984.
____ . A Critical Introduction to Twentieth-Century American Drama 3:
Beyond Broadway, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985.
____ . Modern American Drama 1945 -  2000. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2000.
Bloom, Harold, ed. Modern Critical Interpretations: Tennessee Williams's The Glass 
Menagerie. New York: Chelsea House Publishers, 1988.
____ , ed. Tennessee Williams’s The Glass Menagerie, updated edition. New
York: Bloom's Literary Criticism, 2007.
____ , ed. Tennessee Williams, updated edition. New York: Bloom's Literary
Criticism, 2007.
Bogard, Travis. Contourin Time, revised edition. New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1988.
Borny, Geoffrey. Classic American Drama. Sydney: Sydney University Press, 1993.
Boxill, Roger. Tennessee Williams. London: Macmillan, 1987.
Brandt, George W., ed. Modern Theories of Drama: A Selection of Writings on Drama 
and Theatre 1850-1990. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998.
Braun, Edward, trans. Meyerhold on Theatre, revised edition. London: Methuen, 
1988.
Braun, Edward. The Theatre of Meyerhold: Revolution on the Modern Stage.
London: Eyre Methuen, 1979.
Brown, Ivor. Theatre 1954-5. London: Max Reinhardt, 1955.
230
Brustein, Robert. The Theatre of Revolt: An Approach to the Modern Drama.
Boston: Little, Brown, 1962.
Carlson, Marvin. Theatre Semiotics: Signs of Life. Bloomington: Indiana Universtiy 
Press, 1990.
Carnicke, Sharon M. Stanislavsky in Focus. London and New York: Routledge, 1998.
Cole, Toby and Helen Krich Chinoy, eds. Directors on Directinq. Indianapolis: Bobbs 
Merrill, 1976.
Craig, Edward Gordon. On the Art o f the Theatre. London: Heinemann, 1911.
Debusscher, Gilbert and Henry I. Schvey, eds. New essays on American Drama. 
Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1989.
Downer, Alan S. ed. American Drama and its Critics: a Collection o f Critical Essays. 
Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1965.
____ . ed. The American Theater. Voice of America Forum Lectures, New
Jersey: Princeton, 1967.
Falk, Signi. Tennessee Williams. New York: Twayne Publishers, 1962.
Fedder, Norman. The inßuence ofD. H. Lawrence on Tennessee Williams. The 
Hague: Mouton & Co., 1966.
Fleche, Anne. Mimetic Disillusion: Eugene O'Neill, Tennessee Williams and U.S.
Dramatic Realism. Tuscaloosa and London: University of Alabama Press, 
1997.
Gascoigne, Bamber. Twentieth-Century Drama. London: Hutchinson University 
Library, 1962.
Gardner, R. H. The Splintered Stage: The Decline of the American Theater. New 
York: Macmillan, 1965.
Garfield, David. The Actors Studio: A Player's Place. New York: Macmillan, 1984.
Gilman, Richard, The Drama is Coming Now: The Theater Criticism of Richard
Gilman, 1961-1991. New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2005.
Alice Griffin. Understanding Tennessee Williams. Columbia: University of South 
Carolina, 1995.
Hayman, Ronald. Tennessee Williams: Everyone Else is an Audience. New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1992.
Heintzelman, Greta and Alycia Smith-Howard. A Critical Companion to Tennessee 
Williams. New York: Checkmark Books, 2005.
231
Hans Hofmann. The Search for the Real and Other Essays. Edited by Sara T. Weeks 
and Bartlett H. Hayes Jr. Andover, MA: Addison Gallery of American Art, 
1948.
Hans Hofmann. "The Search for the Real in the Visual Arts." In Hans Hofmann, 
edited by James Yohe. New York: Rizzoli, 2002.
Isaacs, Edith J. Theatre: Essays on the Arts o f the Theatre, Boston: Little, Brown and 
Company, 1927.
Jones, David Richard. Great Directors at Work: Stanislavsky, Brecht, Kazan, Brook. 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1886.
Kaplin, David. Tennessee Williams in Provincetown. East Brunswick, NJ: Hansen 
Publishing Group, 2007.
Kazan, Elia. Kazan on Directing. New York: Random House, 2009.
Kitchin, Laurence. Mid-Century Drama. London: Faber, 1969.
Kobernick, Mark. Semiotics of the Drama and the Style o f Eugene O'Neill. 
Amsterdam, Philadelphia: Benjamins, 1989.
Kolin Philip C. Williams: A Streetcar Named Desire. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000.
Krasner, David, ed. Theatre in Theory 1900 - 2000. Malden MA: Blackwell, 2008.
Levine, Lawrence W. Highbrow Lowbrow: The Emergence o f Cultural Hierarchy in 
America. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988.
Ley-Piscator, Maria. The Piscator Experiment. New York: James H. Heinemann, 
1967.
McCann, John S. The Critical Reputation of Tennessee Williams: a Reference Guide. 
Boston: G. K. Hall & Co., 1983.
Macgowan, Kenneth. The Theatre of Tomorrow. London: T Fisher Unwin, 1923.
McGrath, John. A Good Night Out: Popular Theatre: Audience, Class and Form. 
Second edition. London: Nick Hern Books, 1996.
MacLachlan, Gale and Ian Reid. Framing and Interpretation. Melbourne: 
Melbourne University Press, 1994.
Marker, Lise-Lone. David Belasco: Naturalism in the American Theatre. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1975.
Marra, Kim and Robert A. Schanke. Staging Desire: Queer Readings o f American 
Theater History. Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 2002.
232
Martin, Robert A., ed. Critical Essays on Tennessee Williams. New York: G. K. Hall, 
1997.
Matejka, Ladislav and Irwin R. Titunik, eds. Semiotics of Art: Prague School 
Contributions. Massachusetts and London: MIT Press, 1976.
Mitter, Shomit and Maria Shevtsova, eds. Fifty Key Theatre Directors. London and 
New York: Routledge, 2005.
Murphy, Brenda. Tennessee Williams and Elia Kazan: A Collaboration in the 
Theatre. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992.
Nelson, Benjamin. Tennessee Williams: His Life and Work. London: Peter Owen, 
1961.
Paller, Michael. Gentleman Callers: Tennessee Williams, Homosexuality, and 
Mid-Twentieth-Century Broadway Drama. New York: Palgrave, 2005.
Piscator, Erwin. The Political Theatre. Translated by Hugh Rorrison. New York: 
Avon, 1978.
Roach, Joseph R. The Player's Passion: Studies in the Science o f Acting. Michigan: 
The University of Michigan Press, 1996.
Roudane, Matthew C., ed. The Cambridge Companion to Tennessee Williams. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997.
Saddick, Annette J. The Politics of Reputation: The Critical Reception of Tennessee 
Williams' Later Plays. Madison: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 1999.
Smith, Susan Harris. American Drama: The Bastard Art. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997.
Stanton, Stephen S., ed. Tennessee Williams: A Collection of Critical Essays. 
Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1977.
Tharpe, Jac, ed. Tennessee Williams: 13 Essays. Jackson: University Press of 
Mississippi,1980.
Thompson, Judith. Tennessee Williams' Plays: Memory, Myth, and Symbol. New 
York: Peter Lang, 1987.
Willett, John. The Theatre of Erwin Piscator. London: Methuen, 1986.
Wilmeth, Don B. and Christopher Bigsby, eds. The Cambridge History o f American 
Theatre, Volume Two: 1870-1945. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1999.
____ , eds. The Cambridge History of American Theatre, Volume Three: Post-
World War II to the 1990s. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000.
D. Jo u r n a l  Ar t ic l e s , Co n f e r e n c e  P r o c e e d in g s
233
Aronson, Arnold. “Postmodern Design.” Theatre Journal 43, no. 1. (March 1991): 1- 
13. Accessed October 20, 2007, http://links.istor.org/sici?sici=0192- 
2882%28199103%2943%3A1%3CI%3APD%3E2.0.CQ%3B2-0.
Bellman, Willard F. “Aesthetics for the Designer." Educational Theatre Journal 5, no. 
2 (May 1953): 117-124. Accessed October 11, 2007. 
http://links.istor.org/sici?sici=0013-
1989%28195305%295%3A2%3C117%3AAFTD%3E2.0.CO%3B2-8.
Borny, Geoffrey. "Williams and Kazan: the creative synthesis ."Australasian Drama 
Studies 8 (1986): 33-47.
Bray, Robert Ruby Cohn, Philip Kolin, Brenda Murphy, Thomas Keith, Annette
Saddik. "Looking at the Late Plays of Tennessee Williams." Panel discussion 
presented at the Tennessee Williams Scholars' Conference, 2002. Tennessee 
Williams Annual Review 5 (2002): 2-53. Accessed October 18, 2007. 
http://www.tennesseewilliamsstudies.org/archives/2002/lpanel lateplav 
s.htm.
Brooks, Charles. "The Multiple Set in American Drama." The Tulane Drama Review 
3, no. 2 (December 1958): 30-41. Accessed June 22, 2007.
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1124891.
Burian, Jarka M. "Contemporary British Stage Design: Three Representative
Scenographers." Theatre Journal 35, no. 2 (May 1983): 212-234. Accessed 
October 11, 2007. http://links.istor.org/sici?/sici=0912- 
2882%28198305%2935%3A2%3C212%3ACBSDTR%3E2.0.CO%3B2-%23.
Claudia Wilsch Case. "Inventing Tennessee Williams: The Theatre Guild and His 
First Professional Production." The Tennessee Williams Annual Review 8 
(2005): 11-47. Accessed March 14, 2008.
http://tennesseewilliamsstudies.org/archives/2006/03case.htm.
Cheney, Sheldon. "Gordon Craig's Service to the Theatre." Theatre Magazine 19 
(September 1914): 120-121.
Craig Clinton, "Finding the Way: The Evolution of Tennessee Williams's Vieux 
Carre." Resources for American Literary Study 26, no.l (2000): 49-63. 
Accessed April 10, 2012.
http://muse.jhu.edu/journals/resources for american literary studv/v026 
/26.1clinton.html.
Cluck, Nancy Anne. "Showing or Telling: Narrators in the Drama of Tennessee
Williams." American Literature 5, no. 1 (March 1979): 84-93. Accessed June 
22, 2007. http://links.istor.org/sici?sici=0002- 
9831%28197903%2951%3Al%3C84%3ASOTNIT%E2.0.CO%3B2-6.
Cole, Wendell. "A Chronicle of Recent American Scene Design." Educational
Theatre Journal 8 no. 4 (December 1956): 283-294. Accessed August 27
2007. http://www.istor.org/sici?sici=0013-
1989%28195612%3A4%3C283%3AACORAS%3E2.Q.CO%3B2-8
234
____ . “Current Trends in European Scenery." Educational Theatre Journal 5, no.l
(March 1953): 27-32. Accessed August 27, 2007. 
http://links.istor.org/sici?sici=0013-
1989%28195303%295%3A1%3C27%3ACTIESD%3E2.0.CO%3B2-W.
____ . “Notes For Technicians." Educational Theatre Journal 3, no. 4.
(December 1951): 350. Accessed April 5, 2012. 
www.istor.org/stable/3203799.
Elder, Eldon. “Scene Design Problems." Educational Theatre Journal 19, no. 2,
Conference on Theatre Research. (June 1967): 284-286. Accessed June 15, 
2009. http://www.istor.org/stable/3205341.
Goldman, Arnold. "The Culture of the Provincetown Players." Journal of American 
Studies 1, no. 3 (1976): 291-310. Accessed April 14, 2009. 
http://www.istor.org/stable/10.2307/27553426.
Hale, Allean. "Confronting the Late Plays of Tennessee Williams." The Tennessee 
Williams Annual Review 6 (2003): 1-31. Accessed March 14, 2008. 
http://www.tennesseewilliamsstudies.org/archives/2003/5hale.html.
King, Thomas L. "Irony and Distance in The Glass Menagerie." Educational 
Theater Journal 25 (May 1973): 207-214. Accessed April 22, 2012. 
http://links.istor.org/sici?sici=0013-
1989%28197305%2929%3A2%3C207%3AIADI%22G%3E2.0.CO%3B2-R.
Macgowan, Kenneth. "The New Path of the Theatre." Theatre Arts Magazine, 3.
New York: Theatre Arts, Inc. (1919). Accessed June 24, 2007. 
http://www.theatredatabase.com/20th century/new path of the theatre, 
html.
Magill, John. "Tennessee Williams's Inspiration: New Orleans in the 1930s.” The 
Historic New Orleans Collection Quarterly 19, no. 3 (Summer 2001): 8-9. 
Accessed August 22, 2006.
http://www.hnoc.org/publications/pdf/HNOC_Q3_01.pdf.
Marranca, Bonnie. "Theatre and the University at the End of the Twentieth-
Century. Performing Arts Journal 17, no. 2/3, The Arts and the University 
May - Sept. 1995): 55-71. Accessed October 17, 2010. 
http://www.istor.org/stable/3245777.
Marston, Richard. "Art in the Theatre: The Decline of Scenic Art in America." The 
Magazine of Art 17(1894): 163-168.
Parker, Brian. "Documentary Sources for Camino Real.” The Tennessee Williams 
Annual Review 1 (1998): 43-52. Accessed June 15, 2009. 
http://www.tennesseewilliamsstudies.org/archives/printversions.htm.
235
Smith, Harry W. "Tennessee Williams and Jo Mielziner: The Memory Plays."
Theatre Survey 23, no 2 (1982): 223-235. Accessed March 15, 2012. doi:
10.1017/S0040557400008036.
Vermiglia, Giulia. "From Eschilus to Shakespeare, by way of Fussli." The 
Scenographer (2006). Accessed October 20, 2007. 
http://www.thescenographer.com/dettaglio.asp?ID=28.
Reviews in Australian and American newspapers and on-line sites are cited in the 
footnotes in the text.
E. St a g e  De s i g n /  P lastic  T h e a t r e
Aronson, Arnold. American Set Design. New York: Theatre Communications Group, 
1985.
____ . Looking Into the Abyss: Essays on Scenography. Michigan: The University
of Michigan Press, 2005.
Backemeyer, Sylvia, ed. Ralph Koltai: Designer for the Stage, revised edition.
London: Nick Hern Books, 2003.
Baugh, Christopher. Theatre, Performance and Technology. Hampshire and New 
York: Palgrave, 2005.
Brockett, Oscar G., Margaret Mitchell and Linda Hardberger, Making the Scene:
A History of Stage Design and Technology in Europe and the United States.
San Antonio, Texas: Tobin Theatre Arts Fund, 2010.
Burdick Elizabeth B., Peggy C. Hansen and Brenda Zanger, eds. Contemporary Stage 
Design U.S.A. Middletown, Connecticut: International Theatre Institute of the 
United States, 1974.
Crabtree, Susan and Peter Beudert. Scenic Art for the Theatre: History, Tools and 
Techniques. Amsterdam, Focal Press, 2005, 407.
Davis, Tony. Stage Design. Crans-Pres-Celigny, Switzerland: RotoVision, 2001.
Ebrahimian, Babak. Sculpting Space in the Theater. Oxford: Focal Press, 2006.
Henderson, Mary C. Mielziner: Master of Modern Stage Design. New York: Watson- 
Guptill Publications, 2001.
____ . Theater in America: 250 Years of Plays, Players, and Productions, updated
version. New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1996.
Hainaux, Rene, Stage Design Throughout the World Since 1950. London: George 
Harrap & Co. Ltd., 1964.
Humphreys, May Gay. "Stage Scenery and the Men Who Paint it." Theatre
236
Magazine 16 (August 1908): 204-228.
Jackson, Esther M., "Tennessee Williams: The idea of a 'Plastic Form,'" in Robert A. 
Martin, Critical Essays on Tennessee Williams. New York: G. K. Hall, 1997.
Jones, Robert Edmond. The Dramatic Imagination: Reflections and Speculations on 
The Art of the Theatre. New York: Routledge, 2004.
Kramer, Richard E. "'The Sculptural Drama': Tennessee Williams's Plastic Theatre." 
Tennessee Williams Annual Review 5 (2002): 2-15. Accessed March 25, 2005. 
http://www.tennesseewilliamsstudies.org/archives/2002/3kramer print.h 
tm.
Larson, Orville K. Scene Design in the American Theatre from 1915 to 1960. 
Fayetteville and London: The University of Arkansas Press, 1989.
McAuley, Gay. Space in Performance: Making Meaning in the Theatre. Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 2000.
Mielziner, Jo. Designing for the Theatre: A Memoir and a Portfolio. New York: 
Bramhall House, 1965.
Moussinac, Leon. The New Movement in the Theatre: A Survey of Recent
Developments in Europe and America. New York: Benjamin Blom, 1932.
Oenslager, Donald. Stage Design: Four Centuries o f Scenic Invention. London: 
Thames and Hudson, 1975.
O'Carroll, C. S. "A Larger Scale: The Life and Art of Boris Aronson,” Pakn Treger 47 
(Spring 2005): 8. Accessed May 5, 2007. 
http://viddishbookcenter.org/pdf/pt/47 6-15 aronson.pdf.
Rosenfeld, Sybil. A Short History of Scene Design in Great Britain. Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1973.
Simonson, Lee. The Stage is Set. New York: Dover Publications, 1932.
Smith, Ronn. American Set Design 2. New York: Theatre Communications Group, 
1991.
Unruh, Delbert. Ming Cho Lee. New York: USITT, 2006.
237
APPENDICES A TOE
The following five Appendices are transcriptions of excerpts from Tennessee 
Williams' Notebooks and Journals, all held in the Tennessee Williams Collection of 
the Harry Ransom Center for Humanities Research (HRC). The excerpts have been 
selected because of their relevance to Williams' theory of'plastic theatre' or 
'sculptural drama.'
All of Williams' words, spelling, punctuation and formatting have been transcribed 
as faithfully as possible, even when they might be considered to be incorrect, so as 
to preserve the direct nature of these primary sources.
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APPENDIX A
Excerpts relevant to Tennessee Williams idea of'plastic theatre' from his manuscript 
"Summer Notes and Some Ain’t," HRC, Box 47, Folder 5
The following is an excerpt from Tennessee Williams' notebooks. No year is given but 
the entries are dated month by month. The excerpted section is dated July 13.
About dramatic values: a play has three sets of values in varying degrees if it is at 
all a good one. It has organic values, it has plastic values, and it has literary values. 
Organic values are the author's most direct contribution to his play, they spring 
from his inmost nature where his work is conceived, they are integers of emotional 
reality which form the real communication between the playwright and his 
audience. No work of art is without them, but some have far less than others, 
depending upon the degree of artifice, on the one hand, and genuine feeling, on the 
other hand, that happen to be involved.
Literary values do not require any definition. They have to do with the quality of 
the writing, its polish, its brilliance, its fluence, its store of poetic images, and so 
forth. It is important, but less important to a play than a book, and in a play it is 
much less important than either organic values or even plastic values.
Plastic values are those values which are really peculiar to the stage, and they are 
the values which have most concerned me in my recent work such as "Rose Tattoo" 
and "Camino Real." I have felt them for a long time, for at least fifteen years (I 
started writing plays in 1935), but I think I am just beginning to acquire some 
control of them, and it is very exciting to me, like suddenly learning how to "post" 
on a galloping horse or take jumps on skis or execute whirling circles on ice-skates. 
"Rose Tattoo" had more plastic values than we had time to realize on the stage, 
even with the aid of Boris Aronson's brilliant set. The plastic elements were only 
sketched in, hastily and lightly, and consequently many people did not realize that 
such things as the goat-chase, the strega, the wild play of the children, the rhythmic 
ebb and flow of the shouting women, were anything but a desperate playwright's 
effort to distract attention from some organic or structural weakness in his play. 
Why was that? I was disappointed that almost no one mentioned the plastic 
richness of the play, and it was for that reason, the great visual and mobile 
dynamism, that the play had excited me so much in its writing, for it was while I 
was working on "Rose Tattoo" that I began to feel a command over the plastic 
values that had infected me with excitement over a period of fifteen years.
It seems to me that at times a mature playwright has more in common with an 
architect than he has with a novelist. He is less a Dostoevsky, if he is good at his 
craft, than he is a Frank Lloyd Wright...
A skilful play is made up of cunning distributions of weights and tensions. It is a 
way of keeping a solid thing in the air without apparent effort: levitation. It has 
form, balance, equilibrium. It has purity of design, and that design is more exciting 
than words.
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Bring poetry and literary style and imagination into the theatre. Wonderful! But 
also bring along with them a humble respect for the peculiar technical demands of 
a play, and a willingness to do it the hard way....
A good play is full of tricks! Don't forget it.
The tricks are good because they open the way for the truth.
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APPENDIX B
The following is a transcript521 of a single-page type-written note accompanying 
scripts of a precursor to Menagerie and early plays "The Paper Lantern" and "The 
Spinning Song,"precursors to Streetcar. Dated September, 1943.
HRC Box 34, Folder 6
The conception of this play began on my return one evening from seeing Sergei 
Eisenstein's film, Alexander Nevsky. Its pictorial drama and poetry of atmosphere, 
a curiously powerful blend of passion and restraint, an almost sculptural quality, 
had excited me very deeply and made me wonder if it were not possible to achieve 
something analogous to this in a poetic drama for the stage. The film of Eisenstein 
was immeasurably enhanced by a complete musical score by Prokofief, which 
combined with picture and actions so perfectly that the effects were of blood- 
chilling intensity. The influence of modern music and surreal art, both present in 
this film masterpiece, could be used as powerfully in the poetic stage play. The 
passionate restraint, the sculptural effect noted in the film, became the artistic 
tone of this play as I began to conceive it.
In my dramatic writing prior to this I have always leaned too heavily on speech, 
nearly everything I have written for the stage has been overburdened with 
dialogue, in working on this new project I determined to think more in plastic or 
visual terms. To write sparingly but with compete lyricism, and build the play in a 
series of dramatic pictures. No play written in such creative terms could be 
naturalistic nor could it be comedy. It would have to be an epic story, as 
Eisenstein's film was, or a poetic tragedy. Written in verse, with a surrealistic 
influence and a background of modern music, it would have to be independent of 
nearly all dramatic conventions.
I realized at the outset that I was embarking on something that would make the 
ordinary commercial producer's hair stand on end at the mere thought of 
attempting to stage. This realization is salutary in that it frees the work of any 
lingering instinct towards conformity and gives the poetic imagination a full 
license to work out its own designs. The singular thing about Eisenstein's film is 
that despite the popularity of its medium, the film, there is no where present any 
indication of compromise between the pure artistic concept and the popular 
conventions. That, 1 felt, was the secret of its extraordinary power, absolute 
fidelity to the purest single concept. And it seemed to me that after sitting on my 
ass for six months in Hollywood, the noblest and most cavalier act that I could 
perform by way of atonement was to put all popular ambitions aside and devote 
whatever I had in the way of energy and emotion to this extremely challenging 
idea, a synthesis for the stage of those artistic terms that informed the film of 
Eisenstein -  a classic theme with broad and familiar outlines, a tragedy purified by 
poetry and music of modern feeling, a vividly pictorial presentation that would 
offer the utmost visual excitement and be informed by the rich and disturbing 
beauty of surrealist painting. Win, lose, or draw, the following play, the story of the 
disintegration of a land-owning southern family, emerges from a desire to
521 Part of this document is transcribed in Thornton, Tennessee Williams Notebooks (New Haven and 
London: Yale University Press, 2006) 306, n.501; and Bigsby, Twentieth-Century American Drama 2 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984) 56-7.
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synthesize these elements I have noted, and anything in it of value is humbly 
inscribed to the Russian work that inspired it.
Tennessee Williams
September, 1943
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APPENDIX C
This transcript is of the contents of Box 16, Folder 2, Tennessee Williams Collection, 
HRC. No date. The play referred to is 'The Glass Menagerie/ The document was 
possibly written in 1944.
THE FOLLOWING IS AN EXPOSITION WHICH INNOCENTLY BEGINS AS NOTES ON 
THE USE OF MUSIC IN THIS PLAY AND SPONTANEOUSLY FLOWERS INTO A 
TREATISE ON THE PLASTIC THEATRE
NOTES ON MUSIC AS USED IN THIS PLAY AND SOME PARENTHETICAL 
OBSERVATIONS ON THE GENERAL USE OF MUSIC IN THE THEATRE.
In memory everything seems to happen to music. Speech and action in this play are 
frequently accompanied by "the fiddle in the wings," a convention corresponding 
to the use of the musical background in films. It would be a considerable advantage 
to a production to have an original musical score by a gifted composer, but if this is 
not accessible, as it might not be in the non-professional theatre, the score could be 
selected and arranged from already existing music. Even if an original score is used 
it might be effective to incorporate in it certain familiar melodies or variations of 
them.
It seems desirable to me that the musical score should be based on several 
recurring themes that correspond to various themes which recur in the play. These 
themes should have a strong melodic line which the listener would recognize when 
repeated. This device would assist in giving unity and continuity to the play and 
should have the seduction of a poetic refrain. I have appended a list of those 
themes which I think should have counterparts in the score, with titles suggesting 
their quality, and this list will be referred to by marginal notes in the script.
Music is of no use in the theatre when it is only music. On the contrary it may have 
a detrimental effect.
Everyone who goes to the movies (as I do probably oftener than I should) knows 
how irritating it can be to hear good symphonic music used to accompany a 
sequence of some atrocious falsity or cliche. For instance when a sequence of some 
glamour-puss of the screen whose theatrical juvenescence was spent in night clubs 
and musical comedies is heaving his chest above an elastic girdle, to simulate the 
death of a soldier, with a personality smile on his lips and the particular brand of 
noble utterance which in itself would bring on a fatal convulsion conceived 
anywhere but in a Pullman compartment enroute to a Republican national 
convention or in the last desperate hour of a Hollywood film-writers' conference -  
and when this disgustingly sham performance that bears an unintentional but 
implicit insult to every soldier facing death in the war is musically fitted out with 
strings of heavenly sweetness and purity -  an effect is produced upon which the 
sensitive listener which is comparable for incongruity to a pumpkin-head that 
wears a diamond tiara or a crocodile in a velvet and sequin gown, though it 
somehow lacks the appealing fantasy of those analogous absurdities -  though God
knows how it is fantastic enough that one group of adults should foist upon others 
such travesties of the most terrible and dignified adventure of human life!
On the other hand those who love and attend the cinema (as I do) in spite of its all 
too frequent lack of artistic conscience, are equally aware of the enchanting 
possibilities of the musical score when it is linked with a film of some sincerity and 
power and when it not merely accompanies the film but gives it a further 
dimension, when it undertakes, as music alone can do, to express the verbally 
inexpressible, when it carries the drama beyond the limits of language and plastic 
expression into those very peripheries of the human spirit that poetry cannot scale 
but sometimes looks towards and which the human imagination barely senses. To 
the credit of the film industry, which nobody going to films as regularly as myself 
can pretend to despise, there have been enough instances of this excellent 
collaboration between music and drama to counteract, although not excuse, such 
prostitutions as the ones we know of.
If there is a resurgence of the poetic theatre after this Second World War, as I hope 
there will be, the uses of music in the sound film should have a very strong and 
fortunate influence on its development. The musical background has already 
become established in cinema plays as a convention that is accepted quite 
unconsciously by the audience and which is now used with utter freedom and un-
self-consciousness. There is no reason why it should not come likewise into the 
theatre of the stage, the public being already so thoroughly conditioned to accept 
it, and its emotional appeal, when used tastefully, being so well demonstrated. The 
adaptation of modern sound-film techniques to a new Post-war Theatre would be 
certainly one of the vitality-building transfusions that this theatre of our hopes and 
dreams will require. In a theatre trying to break free from conventions that clip its 
wings and to establish others that allow it to soar there will have to be a somewhat 
furious and perhaps chaotic period of experimentation. None of us who are now 
acting or trying to act as playwrights, not even the adventurous William Saroyan, 
are really properly equipped to head this necessary revolt. However we may have 
struggled to hold our heads a little above the muddy stream of the commercial 
theatre that we have grown up with - some of its impure element has inevitably 
been absorbed in the pores of our bodies. We are consequently -  let us sadly admit 
it -  not the ones best fitted to carry on a creative revolution. It is possibly in our 
power, and we should certainly try, to establish a beach-head, to dig ourselves in 
and hold on - till the second wave comes ashore, the wave that washes over and 
far beyond us. To serve a temporary function in an art as important as Drama is 
not sacrificial, for Drama is potentially as it was at the Hellenic meridian the purist 
and most exalted exercise of the human spirit and one that could even be our 
speech to God.
NOTES ON A PLASTIC THEATRE
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When I think about this theatre of tomorrow and try to imagine what it is going to 
be like, my indistinct vision has blurred images of a theatre that is conceived in far 
more plastic terms than the one existing. There are two meanings of plastic. One 
means having to do with solid objects or colors and forms, as when we [are] 
speaking of painting as a plastic art. The other meaning is something not fixed or 
frozen but in a state of flexibility and change.
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I feel that the Theatre coming will be plastic in both senses. There's something 
tragically fixed and frozen in the commercial theatre of today. It is more like an 
ugly, meaningless block of concrete, the product of cement-mixer and muscular 
artisan, than a piece of sculpture hewn by someone conceiving a pure design.
It is a dominantly literary theatre, that is a theatre of words, where the typewritten 
script is king. Certain plastic elements, non-literary ingredients, are called into 
service but nearly always in a very secondary or slavish capacity, assistants rather 
than partners in the concern.
Some experimenters -  I think of Erwin Piscator -  have conceived of a theatre 
embodying more plastic materials but they atolls in the ocean of Typewriter 
Theatre.
I like to imagine a theatre where this supremacy of the typewriter will be 
challenged!
- A theatre where the plastic arts now serving a merely auxiliary function 
will be accepted as full partners!
- Where painting -  not just scene painting but real creative design - 
where architecture and sculpture -  not just accompaniment -  where 
dancing - not just a diversion - where colors, lights, materials, fabrics, 
forms, sounds, silences, movements, patterns, bodies - will all not be 
fragmentarily but completely and triumphantly incorporated in a 
theatre which is a complex of all the arts.
Disparate and emotional as this concept is, I find it personally serviceable in 
keeping alive an interest in the theatre which is continually discouraged and 
weakened by what 1 see around me and what my experiences have been. Only the 
amateur manages to keep going in such a state, so I now refer to myself as an 
amateur and I work as I please.
Please believe that these observations are not intended as a preface to the play that 
accidentally follows.
While I have tried in this play to work in more plastic terms than I have before, and 
may extend this effort in work to come, what I have in this play is still too much of 
words and not enough of the other assaults upon the senses and sensibilities to 
adopt these observations as a preface without being more pretentious than even 
an amateur playwright is permitted to be.
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APPENDIX D
The following is a transcript of a document held in HRC Box 29, Folder 8, archived 
with a group of poems. It is undated, but the paper is the same as the type he was 
using from about 1938 to the early nineteen-forties.
NOTES TO THE READER
A stage can be defined as a section of space in which anything can be made to 
appear to happen. That is a fairly innocuous-looking statement, on the surface, but 
when you considerate it more closely it may begin to excite you. The world is a 
section of space and life a section of time in which things happen over which the 
individual, whether he is an artist or not, has very little influence and virtually no 
control. That is what makes the stage such an infinitely desirable section of space: 
it is the section of space in which the individual can play the lord and master and 
somehow, somewhat make up for his helpless bewilderment in the affairs of the 
cosmos. If the playwright creates a tragedy he takes hold of the abundant raw 
material of earthly sorrow, which in reality has no form and seldom any poetry and 
so more dignity than may be inherent in the embattled spirits of those called on to 
endure it -  he takes hold of this stuff and separates it into various pieces. Then he 
arranges these pieces in a new order that is congruous to that mysterious sense of 
design which we have in our hearts like a recollection of a heavenly system we 
lived in before our birth. The result is a transfiguration. The tragic event may be 
materially the same as it was in reality, but now, in art, on the stage, it is invested 
with those properties which give it poetry and meaning.
A great painting shocks and delights us with the mysterious balance and congruity 
of its arrangements in space. It may be what is called a non-objective painting but if 
it is excellently done the spectator feels that here is a design and order of things 
that possesses a curious harmony or rectitude: it is like a correct spelling of a word 
that is illegibly jumbled on the tablet of nature. If you look at one of the great 
religious paintings of the Quattrocento perhaps you will see more clearly what the 
artist can do with the unesthetic [sic] facts of the case. In that period of the 
religious inquisitions, of heretics burned at the stake and tortured upon the wrack, 
of the Borgia Pope who was entertained by spectacles of carnal horror -  a painter 
like Botticelli could create a Madonna and child that is all reverence and 
tenderness, that is like violin music made visible. Such may be the difference 
between the world and the stage! For I am thinking of the stage as a section of 
space that is more like that of the painter's canvas than ordinarily it is allowed to 
be. When the art of the playwright approaches that of the painter he thinks in 
corresponding terms of balance, rhythm and harmony. His work then begins to 
depart from the strictly literary province. It begins to enter that of the plastic arts: 
painting, sculpture, architecture. A plastic theatre emerges which in the hands of 
sufficiently gifted artists can offer the same mysterious shock and delight that is 
given by great paintings, a correction of chance by the longing and vision of poets.
The reader may feel that these statements are posturing a discovery of something 
that has always existed in the theatre. When has the good playwright, or novelist 
for that matter, not felt the necessity for balance, rhythm, congruity in his 
arrangement of happenings for the book or the stage? You are right, it has nearly
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always been there, this is not a recent discovery at all and the plastic theatre has 
existed as a green sprout in an old potato for a very long time indeed.
But to release the essential spirit of something there needs to be a stripping down, 
a reduction to the abstracts. This was the need that prompted the turn to the non-
representative in painting. As the painter becomes more aware of what is 
fundamental in painting -  design and balance and so forth -  in order to release 
those things more strikingly he must clear the deck for their action. So he turns the 
object into the value. Too often non-objective painting exceeds the requirements of 
this simplification. A painting of Piet Mondrian, for instance, is a bit too skeletal for 
mine and the usual taste. The design and rhythm is totally revealed, is played upon 
a trumpet, but an allowable degree of emotion has fallen by the way and what you 
have there seems (to me) to be more of a blue-print than a building.
A similar turn to something more abstract may very well be the direction of the 
plastic theatre. That way has already been taken by the pioneer, Lorca. Perhaps no 
play has been written in more plastic terms that one of Lorca's called If Five Years 
Pass. Reading it you are struck by the mysterious congruity of its wild and unlikely 
events.
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APPENDIX E
The following is a transcript of Journal entries in HRC Box 21, Folder 16. The entries 
are handwritten and sometimes difficult to read, but l have transcribed them as 
faithfully as possible, retaining TW's formatting.
February 25,1942
I must be able to be a post-war artist.
Keep awake -  alive -  new
Perform the paradox of being hard and yet soft.
Survive without calcification of the tender membranes.
Be a poet. Be alive.
Sunday March 29,1942
This method of mise-en-scene will also influence the design of the sets. A 
sculptural effect will also be [?] present in this. Simplicity and restraint, the use of 
one line where many were used before. A pillar to represent a building, a tree for 
an orchard, a chandelier for a drawing room, five steps terminating in nothing for a 
flight of stairs. Exteriors and interiors will be mixed in surreal but functional 
freedom. A play of many scenes can be performed on one set and the whole set, 
lighted, will still have a beauteous [?] unity and purity of impression.
[new page]
Playing with cigarettes, toying with glasses, flipping of gloves -  the myriad little 
nervous businesses of realistic drama, will be cut out. A dynamic quietness of 
figure will take its place. Actors in emotional scenes will keep the dynamic physical 
restraint or static quality of sculpture. Motion itself will become sculptured. Loose 
ends, fragments, vagaries of movement will be eliminated. The pure line, the 
strongly chiselled profile will at once point and restrain the emotional impact of 
drama. Whole scenes will sometimes be acted without a change of position by the 
actors. When movement becomes essential it can be freely released. Our sculpture 
is not all marble. It can be active form. It can be as violent and rapid as you desire 
but purity of line, the ideal of the integration of particles, must always have with its 
passion a technique of expression.
The 522 experimental dramatist must find a method of presenting his passion and 
the world's in an articulate manner. Apocalypse without delirium.
In considering this problem while at work on new scripts, I have evolved a new 
method which in my own particular case may turn out to be a solution. I call it the 
“sculptural drama." Because my form is poetic.
522 This and the following two paragraphs are quoted in Leverich, Tom, 446.
248
The usual mistake that is made in the presentation of intensified reality on the 
stage is that of realistic action. If the scenes are not under-written, the acting must 
compensate by an unusual restraint. We will find it increasingly necessary to write 
our emotions out. Correspondingly restraint in acting and directing must increase. 
A new form, non-realistic, must be chosen. This necessity suggests what I have 
labelled as “the sculptural drama." Obviously it is not for the conventional three-act 
play which is probably on its way out anyhow. This form, this method, is for the 
play of short accumulative scenes which I think is on its way in. I visualize it as a 
reduced mobility on the stage, the forming of statuesque attitudes or tableaux, 
something resembling a restrained type of dance, with motions honed down to 
only the essential or significant.
[...] And always the speech will bear the burden of passion. The figure of the actor, 
his face, his body will be the check on the reins that will hold the poet's unbridled 
feelings in bounds.
Movement, when it occurs will be free and significant.
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APPENDICES F to K
The following six Appendices are ground plans and elevation drawings for the 
designs that I created for productions of The Night o f the Iguana, Suddenly Last 
Summer and Cat of a Hot Tin Roof
These documents are presented here in A3 form which is close to their original 
size. The documents are also reproduced in much reduced forms in chapter 4 and 
in the accompanying DVD.
APPENDIX L
The accompanying DVD presents documentation of the practical component of this 
project. It includes posters, programmes, design documents, photographs and film 
clips as evidence of the fact of the events.
I present this material only as documentation of the practical research process and 
outcomes, rather than as an indication of their artistic efficacy or as any claim to 
their quality.
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